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ABSTRACT

In the current investigation aspects of experience and
personality in adult life were objectively assessed in relation
to the childhood use of transitional objects.

Experiences

identified as characteristic of the "intermediate area"
included those of deep and intense involvement.
susceptibility,

Hypnotic

"absorption" phenomena, and personal interests

and pursuits were measured as experiences representative of
this realm.

The study also sought to establish further

correlative links between early use of transitional objects and
adult personality traits and characteristics.

Information

regarding the early attachment to special inanimate objects was
obtained through self- and parental-reports to questionnaires
designed to survey parameters of object use.

Attachment was

operationally defined for four comparison groups included in
the study (Primary Transitional Object Group, Secondary
Transitional Object Group, Repression Group, No Transitional
Object Group).

The results revealed no significant relation

ships between the use of transitional objects and measures
employed to assess intensity, depth, and quality of experi
ences.

Significant patterns of personality characteristics

were found, however, between the attached and non-attached
groups.

Personality traits of tension and arousal were

vi 1

demonstrated for both the Primary and Secondary Transitional
Object Groups, while the Primary Transitional Object Group
alone, additionally revealed tendencies to seek novelty and
change.

The No Transitional Object Group was found to demon

strate traits characteristic of a practical, no-nonsense
attitude.

The findings of the study were discussed from a

developmental context emphasizing issues inherent in the
adaptive process.
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CHAPTER I
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

The recognition of transitional phenomena and
transitional objects has provided us one of the few
critical, elucidating, and comprehensive concepts to
have been elaborated in the course of psychoanalytic
studies since Freud (Muensterberger 1978, p. 5).

In the concepts of transitional objects and transitional
phenomena Winnicott (1953) formulated a rather unique perspec
tive for considering aspects of childhood development and human
experiences.

The significance that Winnicott extracted from

common childhood phenomena, such as the infant's babbling or
use of a soft object, has come to define an area of experience
to which both inner life and external reality are believed to
contribute.
In this review the concept of the transitional object has
been comprehensively examined, beginning with a formal account
of Winnicott1s original contribution.

This paper further

explores the concept through a summary of the studies made by
other theorists.

These include the origin of the transitional

object within the mother-infant dyad, its role in the processes
of ego development and separation-individuation, and its
relationship to symbolization, creativity, and cultural
experience.

In addition, the concept has been applied to
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the understanding of psychopathology and the psychotherapeutic
process.

Finally, this review will survey the various

investigations that have sought to objectively study the
transitional object and some alternative positions, viewpoints,
and critiques of the phenomena.

Winnicott's Formulations

In reviewing the concepts of transitional objects and
transitional phenomena, one must begin with a full and accurate
understanding of Winnicott’s original formulations.
Winnicott (1953) viewed both the transitional object and
the transitional phenomenon in a developmental context stemming
from the infant's initial oral activities.

He stated "that

infants as soon as they are born tend to use fist, fingers,
thumbs in stimulation of the oral erotogenic area, in satis
faction of the instincts at that zone, and in quiet union"
(p. 89).

He further stated,

"after a few months infants of

either sex become fond of playing with dolls, and that most
mothers allow their infants some special object and expect them
to become, as it were, addicted to such objects"

(p. 89).

In

this developmental progression from oral activity to object
attachment,
exist.

large individual differences are believed to

Winnicott suggested the patterns of transitional

objects and transitional phenomena may appear from 4 to 12
months, thereby deliberately leaving room for wioe variations.
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Although Winnicott acknowledged that the instincts may play a
role in the process, other aspects were considered important as
well. These included:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The nature of the object
The infant's capacity to recognize the object as
"not-me"
The place of the object -- outside, inside, at
the border
The infant's capacity to create, think up,
devise, originate, produce an object
The initiation of an affectionate type of object
relationship (p. 89)

In developing his theoretical concepts, Winnicott "intro
duced the terms

'transitional object' and 'transitional

phenomena' for designation of the intermediate area of experi
ence, between thumb and the teddy bear, between oral eroticism
and true object relationship, between primary creative activity
and projection of what has already been introjected, between
primary unawareness of indebtedness and the acknowledgement of
indebtedness"

(p. 89).

While the transitional object is

readily observed in the form of the ubiquitous blanket or soft
object, transitional phenomena are represented by less tangible
and often less observable repetitious behaviors, sounds, and
thoughts.

Recognized in both these developmental phenomena are

supportive functions which help the very young child manage the
emotionally arousing aspects of separation from mother,
particularly at bedtime.

Through the employment of a special

object, imbued with symbolic qualities of the mother, the
anxieties and stresses of separation are effectively and
adaptively managed.

The significance of the transitional
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object lies not only in its supportive functions but in the
emergence of the infant's capacity to use symbolism and thus to
designate or "create" a "not-me possession".

Winnicott stated

that "when symbolism is employed the infant is already dis
tinguishing between fantasy and fact, between inner objects and
external objects, between primary creativity and perception"
(p. 92).

This intermediate area of experiencing marks the

development from one mode of experience to another, from inner
to outer reality.

Winnicott proposed in this context an

"intermediate area" to which the inner subjective world and
outer objective world equally contribute.

His unique contribu

tion lies in this delineation of the in-between dimension of
human experience.

Winnicott regarded this "third-part of life"

as "an area which is not challenged, because no claim is made
on its behalf except that it exist as a resting place for the
individual engaged in the perpetual human task of keeping inner
and outer reality separate yet inter-related"

(p. 90).

The development of transitional objects and transitional
phenomena is founded upon experiences in the mother-infant
dyad beginning at birth.

As Winnicott stated,

"there is no

possibility whatever for an infant to proceed from the
pleasure-principle to reality principle or toward and beyond
primary identification unless there is a good enough mother"
(p. 91).

The infant at birth is completely dependent upon a

mother figure to meet its every need, and only through the

presence of a "devoted" mother providing for these needs can
they be adequately met.

The demands of the infant and mini

strations of the mother, when closely matched, make for an
optimal situation.

Winnicott suggested that the nature of this

relationship "affords the infant the opportunity for...
illusion" (p. 94).

This was further described by Winnicott:

The mother's adaptation to the infant's needs, when
good enough, gives the infant the illusion that there
is an external reality that corresponds to the
infant's own capacity to create.
In other words,
there is an overlap between what the mother supplies
and what the infant might conceive o f ... The infant
perceives the breast only in so far as a breast could
be created just there and then (p. 95).
The experience of near perfect adaptation, or sense of
illusion, provides the infant with the experience of "magical
control" or "omnipotence" over the breast.

Yet, in spite of

the necessity of such experience in normal emotional develop
ment, the ultimate task of the mother is to slowly allow the
infant the experiences which enable frustration to be managed
independently.

As development progresses and the infant

matures, there are greater and greater demands placed on the
infant to adhere to the reality principle.

The sequence of

limited frustrations is referred to by Winnicott as the process
of "disillusionment."
cording to Winnicott,

It is the "good-enough" mother, ac
"who makes active adaptation to the

infant's needs, an adaptation that gradually lessens, according
to the infant's growing ability to account for failure of
adaptation and to tolerate the results of frustration"

(p. 94).
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It is the transitional object or transitional phenomena
that fills the area of experience once occupied by primary
illusion.

The experience in the intermediate area represents,

according to Winnicott,
illusion"

(p. 95).

"the early stages of the use of

It is through the experience of illusion

afforded by the good-enough mother and subsequent use of
illusion in the transitional sphere that there is "meaning for
the human being in the idea of a relationship with an object
that is perceived by others as external to that being"
(p. 95).

The capacity for relationship with another in the

external world is intimately tied to the internal world, as
well as the manner in which inner and outer are transcended
through the intermediate area.

The transitional object, which

Winnicott defined as a possession,

is not magically controlled

as an internal object, but neither is it outside the realm of
control like the mother or external object.

The intricacy of

the connection between the internal object and transitional
object was examined by Winnicott in the following:
The infant can employ a transitional object when the
internal object is alive and real and good enough
(not too persecutory).
But this internal object
depends for its qualities on the existence and
aliveness and behaviour of the external object
(breast, mother figure, general environmental care).
Badness or failure of the latter indirectly leads to
deadness or to a persecutory quality of internal
object.
After a persistance of failure of the
external object the internal object fails to have
meaning to the infant, and then, and then only, does
the transitional object become meaningless too.
The
transitional object many therefore stand for the
'external' breast, but indirectly, through standing
for an 'internal' breast (p~! 94).
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Central to Winnicott's thesis is the development of the
use of illusion inherent in the transitional phenomena of early
childhood, and the expansion of this use to aspects of experi
ence in later life.

The transitional object and phenomenon are

not limited merely to a circumscribed role in infancy and early
childhood where the task of reality adaptation is super
ordinate.

It is assumed by Winnicott that "the task of reality

acceptance is never completed" nor is "...the strain of
relating inner and outer reality"

(p. 96).

The course ascribed

to the transitional object is stated here by Winnicott:
Its fate is to be gradually allowed to be decathected, so that in the course of years it becomes
not so much forgotten as relegated to limbo.
By this
I mean that in health the transitional object does
not 'go inside,1 nor does the feeling about it
necessarily undergo repression.
It is not forgotten
and it is not mourned.
It loses meaning and this is
because the transitional phenomena have become
diffused, have become spread out over the whole
intermediate territory between 'inner psychic
reality' and 'the external world as perceived by two
persons in common,' that is to say, over the whole
cultural field, (p. 91).
He further added that the extension of the phenomena,
widens out into play, and... artistic creativity and
appreciation, and... religious feeling, and...
dreaming, and also fetishism, lying and stealing, the
origin and loss of affectionate feeling, drug
addiction, the talisman of obsessional rituals, etc.
(p. 91).
The nature of play and, more generally, experiences
pertaining to the cultural domain as conceptualized by
Winnicott (1971) are uniquely distinct from traditional
psychoanalytic formulations of these phenomena.

In the
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classical model, play, creativity, and similar experiences are
understood through instinct theory.

It is sublimated in

stinctual drives, particularly masturbatory activity, which are
viewed as the underlying dynamic of these behaviors.

While

Winnicott did not eliminate the role of the instincts, play was
viewed as inhabiting a more neutral area.
stated Winnicott,
(p. 52).

The instincts,

"are the main threat to play as to the ego"

Play for the young child is "satisfying," evolving

out of a sense of trust with the "good enough mother."
Following is Winnicott's description of the nature of play:
To get the idea of playing it is helpful to think of
the preoccupation that characterizes the playing of a
young child.
The content does not matter. What
matters is the near withdrawal state, akin to
concentration of older children and adults.
The
playing child inhabits an area that cannot be easily
left, nor can it easily admit intruders (p. 51).
Like transitional phenomena, play occurs in the overlap
between inner subjective experience and outer objective
reality.

Winnicott referred to this as the intermediate area,

but also the "potential space" between mother and infant.

This

area or space of experience where play exists, though separate
from primary instinctual activity, is, according to Winnicott,
"immensely exciting..." but not "...because the instincts are
involved, be that understood!"

(p. 47).

Rather, he suggested,

"the thing about playing is always the precariousness of the
interplay of personal psychic reality and the experience of
control of actual objects.

This is the precariousness of magic
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itself, magic that arises in intimacy, in a relationship that
is being found to be reliable"

(p. 47).

Inherent in playing is creative discovery which Winnicott
viewed as "colouring...the whole attitude to external reality"
(p. 65).

Moreover, he stated,

"it is creative apperception

more than anything else that makes the individual feel life is
worth living"

(p. 65).

Central to these propositions is the notion of the paradox
of creativity.

The paradox of creative experience rests upon

the assumption of a "facilitating" environment with the
"good-enough mother."

It is within this dyadic union that the

infant is afforded the illusion "that what the infant creates
really exists"

(p. 14).

The paradox then, as Winnicott stated,

is that the "baby creates an object, but the object would not
have been created as such if it had not already been there"
(p. 71).

Within such a paradox the infant experiences neither

separate external objects nor isolated internal experiences,
but rather both, as existing in the "intermediate area" or
"potential space."

The importance of the paradox for the

individual is in that it be accepted and not resolved.

If this

paradox is resolved, then the value of and function for
experiencing life creatively are lost.

Thus, it is within the

transitional area of experience composed of the subjective and
objective worlds where life is experienced with vitality and
enthusiasm.
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Summary
Winnicott viewed the childhood use of special inanimate
object attachments within a developmental context and explored
the nature of their meaning and function.

While he recognized

that these possessions evolve from the normal mother-infant
dyad and serve a supportive role in managing the anxieties of
separation,

it was within the intrapsychic sphere that his

primary contribution lies.
for Winnicott,

The use of the transitional object,

represented the child's early use of symbols and

growing awareness of an outside world.

In addition, the object

is considered to facilitate the task of reality adaptation and
parallels developments in ego structure and object relations.
While these factors are all critical to the understanding of
the function of the transitional object in the child's develop
ment, Winnicott's truly unique contribution to psychoanalytic
theory is in his "third-area" concept.

This incorporates the

area of experience to which inner life and external reality
both contribute.

The concept of the intermediate area reflects

the notion of boundaries and intrapyschic space and defines a
realm of experience that is at the core of creative imagination
and living, and touches upon the essence of human experience.

Theoretical Developments of the Concept of
the Transitional Object

Winnicott's classical article (1953) on transitional
objects and transitional phenomena and the development of this
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concept in later work (1971), provided the psychological
community with the principle formulations through which this
area of experience is understood.

Winnicott extracted meaning

and importance from his study of ubiquitous childhood phenomena
that have proven relevant in conceptualizing both early
childhood development as well as a broader context of human
experience, the cultural domain.

Winnicott recognized in these

concepts a vantage point for viewing aspects of human experi
ence that have often been neglected in psychoanalytic think
ing.

Since Winnicott's original publication, the concept of

transitional objects and transitional phenomena has been
applied to a diverse spectrum of developmental and clinical
issues.

Much of what has been written has served to elaborate

and refine Winnicott's basic formulations.

Although few

investigators have added substantively to the original theory,
the richness inherent in the application of this "third-area"
of life continues to attract attention.
aptly stated of Winnicott's work,

As Stevenson (1954)

"the commonplace and the

everyday has once again proved exciting in its implications"
and "can never fail to challenge the student of psychology"
(p. 216).

The concept of the transitional object and transi

tional phenomena has been examined from the perspectives of
their origin, development, and function in the normal develop
mental sequence.
Kestenberg (1978) and Kestenberg and Weinstein (1978)
investigated the transitional object and transitional phenomena
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via the neurophysiological underpinnings inherent in the
holding experience between infant and mother.

Kestenberg

(1978) proposed a model based upon the understanding of the
Gamma Nervous System (GNS) to explain the connection from
holding and touching to the development of relationships.
Within this context, body-image formation and the origin and
development of transitional objects are believed to be
founded.

Kestenberg drew upon the work of Glaser in suggesting

that the GNS, which is controlled by the brain stem, mediates
the earliest tactile and kinesthetic experiences of life.

The

holding environment is believed to activate the system through
the body meridians (which correspond to the Chinese acupuncture
body lines) and provide the infant with the earliest psychophysiological experiences.

The stretching and breathing of the

newborn in the holding environment, when experienced posi
tively, provides a sense of trust free of anxiety.

The bodily

movement and extension is referred to as "outgoingness," a
state characterized by a sense of vigor and vitality.

These

positive sensations of the body serve as the foundation for the
development of "transsensus," the experience of "going out of
one's boundaries and incorporating others"

(p. 66).

The state

of transsensus is that of being whole and connected, a viable
part of the holding environment.

It is the dual experience of

"transsensus-outgoingness" that organizes the schema of an
inside and an outside, thus serving to establish the develop
ment of the body-image.

The process of "transsensus-
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outgoingness" is believed to be initiated prenatally and
further activated through the physical birth and holding
environment.

The acquisition and use of the transitional

object, according to Kestenberg,

is viewed as representing an

extension of this developmental process.
Holding the transitional object and imagining that it
holds him, stroking it and making it stroke his face
while sucking, are all conducive to the maintenance
of a special state of consciousness, which is at the
borderland between internal and external reality.
The soothing rhythms of the sucking dull the sharp
intrusion of reality, while the transsensus, based on
being held and touched as well as on holding and
touching, prevents the engulfment of the "nothing
ness" of sleep.
The play action with the transi
tional object is the external manifestation of
relatedness, the basic core of fantasy that weaves
illusion into everyday life (p. 71).
The establishment of an integrated body-image emerges from
the holding environment, as does the use of the transitional
object.

Kestenberg’s emphasis on the neurophysiological

substrate of the body schema and creative capacity is stated in
the following:
The physiological base for this type of creativity
in the intermediate zone between mother and child
is the activation of the GNS, which, through its
hypothalmic connection, regulates the hormonal,
stimulating-dulling, and waking sleep centers as
well as all other rhythmic regulators of bodily
needs.
Through its connections via the hypothalmus to the cortex, the comfort giving, body-image
building creativity becomes transformed into play
and art — the individual's gift to society
(p. 71).
Kestenberg and Weinstein (1978) further explored the
non-nutritive aspects of the holding environment as they serve
to aid in the formation of a durable body-image.

Moreover,
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they attempted to elaborate the role of the transitional object
as developmentally linked to this process.

They regard the

earliest experiences of holding and touching in the
mother-infant dyad as producing soothing sensations and the
rudiments of a relationship with another.

From these rhythmic

activities, the inside-outside schema of the body and its
boundaries are formed.

The transitional object is suggested to

recapitulate the nature of the early mother-infant relationship
as the signficant qualities of the nursing/holding situation
are preserved by this object of the intermediate zone.

The

transitional object is experienced as part of the infant, as
soothing, and, most importantly, as enabling the infant to
recreate over and over both mother and self.

Kestenberg and

Weinstein stated that transitional objects "aid in the main
taining and rebuilding of the body image in relation to the
image of the mother"

(p. 90).

It is this function of the

transitional object that they have suggested to be
integrating agents which help make the child's total
body come alive and feel intact, maintaining at the
same time the integrity of the love object.
They are
external aids in the formation of an integrated body
image (p. 90).
Deri (1978) expanded upon the concepts of symbolization
and creativity through an exploration of the developmental
sequence, beginning with the experience of union in the
mother-infant dyad to the later use of transitional objects and
play.

Deri suggested that the rudimentary framework for
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symbolization begins in the context of the holding environ
ment.

The holding situation offers the opportunity for the

bodily surface to be pleasantly experienced.

The experience of

pleasant tactile sensations is believed to produce good
feelings within one's boundaries and outside them as well.

The

relationship of the body surface to symbolization has been
described by Deri:
A libidinally cathected skin surface will pleasantly
delineate the inside from the outside.
Communication
between the two areas lying on either side of the
boundary will be felt as desirable; and symbolization
is communication across a boundary (p. 48).
It is the experience of the inner space and the accompanying
affective qualities which come to be connected with it that
determines whether the inside is experienced as a "good place"
and one that "is worthwhile to fill with good things"

(p. 49).

Deri stated that it is this inner space that comes to be
regarded as the "mind" or "preconscious," the area or "store
house of symbolic internal representations"

(p. 56).

It is the

infant's capacity to produce or create the image of the absent
mother during those times when the mother i_s available that
Deri called the first "protosymbol."

This symbolism is founded

upon the illusion experienced in the relationship with the
good-enough mother.

These experiences and protosymbols forerun

the development and use of transitional objects.

Moreover, the

somewhat more developed symbolic qualities inherent in the
creation of the transitional object, according to Deri, are
internalized "in the form of a pleasant memory image serving as
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a 'fertilizer' of the preconscious"

(p. 57).

The later ability

to play in the "potential space" between mother and child
represents the capacity for creative symbol formation and use.
Deri summarized the symbolization process in the following
Since the preconscious is that part of mental life
which contains all that we know... it corresponds
phenomenologically to what we experience as our
"mind".
The mind can be experienced as rich or poor,
empty or filled, dependable or not dependable in its
function.... A trusting or nontrusting relationship
with one's mind will principally derive from the
internalization of mother's caretaking.
Features of
the child's self representation will reflect the
mother's early attitude toward him.
We could say
that, in the beginning, the mother functions as the
child's preconscious.
In the course of mental
development, her caretaking features and emotional
attitudes are internalized by the child; they
contribute to his mental structuralization, including
his subjective attitude to his own mind.
If he feels
it is rich, that it functions dependably and is
capable of producing the right word or right concept
at the right time, then we may assume that in early
childhood the mother offered the objects of the world
in a predictable benevolent manner (p. 59).
Interweaved throughout Deri's concept of the capacity to
use illusion and symbols is the intricately related matter of
ego development.

The progression from protosymbols through

true symbolic representation is viewed by Deri as paralleling
the development of the ego.
In a series of papers, Coppolillo (1967, 1976) developed a
position implicating the importance of experiencing in the
transitional sphere as critical to the optimal development of
the ego.

He drew upon the work of Rapaport (1951, 1958) and

the concept of the "relative autonomies of the ego" to demon
strate the mediating role of transitional objects and transi
tional phenomena in the building of ego structures.

According
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to Rapaport1s thesis, the ego contains various functions that
develop independent of the drives and independent of the
environment.

These two "autonomies" are related and mutually

influence each other.

The development of the ego is condi

tional on how it is able to maintain an optimal balance both
from the potentially disrupting influence of unrestrained
drives and from the frustration of the external world.
Coppolillo proposed that the transitional sphere offers an
area in which the "ego can mix these two tides of stimuli"
(1976, p. 42).

Given this area in which to mediate the id and

the environment,
proceed.

structuralization is allowed to optimally

The modulation of internal and external stimuli

through the use of transitional objects or transitional
phenomena which partake of both worlds offers the ego control
and mastery.

Coppolillo described the transitional object's

regulatory function:
If the drive component becomes too imperative, the
ego can cathect the realistic qualities of the
object.
If, conversely, the reality becomes too
oppressive or boring, more of the inner world of
wishes is permitted into awareness (p. 42).
Tolpin (1971) also viewed the function of the transitional
object as serving to mediate the intrapsychic balance of the
child during the process of ego development and mental struc
turalization.

She applied Koh u t 1s (1971) concept of "trans

muting internalization" to the understanding of the transi
tional object as it functions in this process.

Transmuting

internalizations refers to the process in which the infant's
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needs gradually shift from being maternally regulated to
self-regulated.

This occurs as maternal provisions to infant

need gradually lessen during the course of maturation and
development.

It is the developing ego which acquires the

ability to preserve the waning maternally-regulated functions
that allows development to proceed without detrimental effect.
The preservation of the functions of the care-giving external
object represents the developing process of internalization of
psychic structure.

These developments occur optimally when the

losses experienced are "tolerable" and therefore manageable by
the emerging capacities of the ego.

It is the experiences of

small doses of frustration or "optimal frustrations," as Kohut
described them, that facilitate internalization and structuralization.
Tolpin (1971) suggested that the transitional object
serves a significant role in promoting the internalization
process of psychic structure.

She stated:

The normal human infant requires a long period of
time to accomplish the shift to inner regulation.
Genuine psychic separation depends on this mental
transition.
On the basis of studying the transi
tional object I would suggest that it provides an
additional way station or necessary mental detour to
the internalization of soothing structure for the
infant who is "hatched" from symbolic merger while
still so vulnerable to disequilibrium.
By prolonging
the soothing and calming experiences, originally
provided by the mother in a concrete, sensual form,
the blanket as a way station both prepares and
bolsters the psyche for the bit-by-bit internaliza
tion and stable organization of the maternal func
tions that have been "transferred" to the inanimate
object at a time when the psyche is still too
immature to make the transmuting internalization of
these functions directly (p. 327-328).
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The transitional object, according to Tolpin, provides a
"transitional form of mental structure" (p. 327).

She further

suggested that the transitional object itself undergoes
internalization through the same process of transmuting
internalization.

The notion that the transitional object and

its functions "go inside" represents a major modification of
Winnicott's

(1953) original formulation.

The capacity of the psychic structure of the child to
provide its own regulatory functions reflects ego developments
founded upon a growing and developing cognitive apparatus.

It

is within this context that emerging memory functions play a
progressively greater role in the developmental process.
Relevant to this proposition is the concept of object constancy
and the process by which stable memory traces are established.
The concept of object constancy holds important implications
for understanding mental development and the role of the
transitional object in this process.
From a psychoanalytic perspective Hartmann (1952) was the
first to apply the term object constancy.

According to

Hartmann, object constancy refers to the establishment of the
stable representation of the object, independent of need
state.

This signifies a progression in object relations from

earlier stages marked first by an objectless narcissistic
state, and later by a need dominated object state.
Fraiberg (1969) reviewed the positions of various investi
gators regarding the development of object constancy, and
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consequently found that various definitions and criteria
suggest object constancy to begin anywhere from 6 to 24
months.

She summarized the nature of these discrepencies as

follows:
The writers who ascribe the beginnings of object
constancy to the middle of the first year are using
"constancy" only in the sense of attachment to the
love object.
The writers who give a range from
eight months to eighteen months of age are adding
some form of mental representation to the criteria
for libidinal cathexis of the object; those who
place object constancy at eighteen months appear to
be following Piaget's criteria for mental repre
sentation and object concept.
The one writer
(Mahler) who placed object constancy at twenty-five
months was using still more restrictive criteria on
the libidinal-cognitive scale, in which mental
representation of the mother had attained a high
level of stability (p. 19).
Fraiberg suggested that the existing differences reflect
the lack of delineation between "libidinal" object constancy
and "cognitive" object constancy.

The libidinal object

constancy is believed to characterize the tie that is formed by
the infant to the mother within the first year.

The notion of

cognitive object constancy, which infers the capacity to
produce the image of the object (i.e. mother) in its absence,
is considered to develop toward the middle to end of the second
year.

Fraiberg further proposed a "recognition" versus

"evocative" memory distinction to clarify the differing memory
capacities during each of these developmental periods.

The

attachment to the mother during the middle of the first year is
suggested to represent recognition memory ability.

The

appearance of stranger anxiety at this time is regarded as
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support for this position.

This anxiety reaction is explained

as occurring when the stranger's face does not match the memory
traces of the longed-for maternal object.

The stability of the

mental representation is thus still contingent upon the
external object.

On the other hand, evocation o^ memory traces

in the absence of the primary object reveals a mental structure
and cognitive apparatus that is more highly advanced.

The

ability to produce the mental representation of the unavailable
object allows the child to tolerate lengthier separations from
mother, which the older infant and toddler demonstrate.

This

is believed to reveal the greater stability of the mental
structure and its role in emotional as well as cognitive
development.
Metcalf and Spitz (1978) formally applied the transitional
object as a critical component in understanding the develop
mental process from recognition to evocative memory.

The

authors suggested that the development of transitional objects
and transitional phenomena from the onset of recognition memory
at 6 months to the establishment of evocative memory at
approximately 24 months represents an actual "stage" in
development.

The transitional object in this framework

functions as a substitute libidinal object.

It enables the

evocation of the image of the maternal object as well as the
pleasurable memory traces and sense of security it provides
when the mother is absent.

The transitional object as such is

characterized as a "quasi-evocative stimulus."

The development
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and use of the transitional object was stated clearly by
Metcalf and Spitz in the following:
Accordingly, it is to be expected that the transi
tional object will arise at a state at which the
constitution of the libidinal object proper is not
yet complete.
The transitional object will carry
even over into the tempestuous vicissitudes of object
relations the climate of that golden age in which the
unambivalant signal, "need gratification," repre
sented the relief of need tension.
We therefore feel
justified in postulating the establishment of the
transitional object as a specific stage in the
progress from recognition of a sign gestalt to
evocation through a volitional act of mentation.
It
is a stage in the natural history of object develop
ment (p. 105).
The period of transitional object usage represents for
Metcalf and Spitz the development of new mental operations.

In

this sense the transitional object is suggested to have
qualities of a "psychic organizer," or critical period in
development.
The various issues of memory development, object con
stancy, symbol formation, and ego development all characterize
aspects of the separation-individuation process (Mahler, Pine
and Bergman, 1975).

During the process of separation-

individuation the child develops a growing awareness of self as
separate from other, which leads toward autonomy and inde
pendence.

The separation-individuation process offers another

fruitful framework in which to view the concepts of the
transitional object and transitional phenomena.
Bergman (1978) applied Winnicott’s (1971) concept of
"potential space" to the matters of establishing and nego
tiating distance between mother and infant during the
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separation-individuation process.

Bergman suggested that each

phase of the separation-individuation process reveals differ
ences in the meaning and importance of space.

In addition,

each phase has an "optimal distance" between mother and
infant.

It is during the "rapprochement" phase that the idea

of "transitional spaces" is introduced.

It is believed that

during this phase the "conflict over closeness and distance
becomes central"

(p. 158).

In reference to transitional spaces

she stated:
These are spaces of transition between a mother-world
and a world outside.
I am referring to spaces as
windows, thresholds, and doors, as well as to
vehicles which carry us from one space to the other
— cars, trains, airplanes — and about which we can
develop strong feelings (p. 149).
The toddler comes to use the transitional spaces to bridge
the separation and mediate the conflicts of closeness with the
mother.

Transitional spaces as such are depicted as a part of

the process of separation-individuation that emerges from the
use of the transitional object of an earlier phase.

Like the

transitional object, the transitional space helps in the
child's negotiation of issues of separation from the mother.
Extending Winnicott's concept of the transitional object to
transitional spaces, Bergman stated:
It is more difficult to conceptualize the transi
tional space within the representational world, but
it seems that the ability to think and to delay
gratification creates a safe space within, mediating
between passionate longings for mother and need to
distance from her (p. 164).
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Abrams and Neubauer (1978) elaborated an additional
function of the transitional object in development.

They

proposed that the use of transitional objects may serve a
different function and take on different meaning depending upon
the disposition individuals demonstrate in their leanings
toward the animate and inanimate worlds.

This corresponds to

the preference for either human or inanimate interactions.
They suggested that "infants inclined toward one disposition or
the other may utilize transitional phenomena for different
developmental tasks" (p. 139).
Abrams and Neubauer also proposed that the transitional
object serves variable functions in the process of structuralization and in the development of self and other representa
tions.

They stated:

Transitional objects are generally recognized as
steps in the development of stable mental representa
tions of the primary human objects.
This appears to
be especially true in the more person-oriented
children.
It may be that the more inanimately
inclined use transitional objects as a stage in the
development toward stable self representations, i.e.,
relatedness to things become kernels of representa
tion of the individual himself.
Thus, the
crossing-over process may be conceptualized as a
movement either from the primary object toward a
broadening self representation or from self-image to
the enhanced representation of other (p. 140).

Summary
While Winnicott's thesis of the transitional object
remains the central framework from which the phenomena is
understood, the concept has been readily expanded and applied
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by later theorists.

Subsequent writings have elaborated upon

such issues as the origin, fate, and various functions of
childhood attachment objects.

In this context investigators

have focused on the object's development within the holding
environment and the nature of the mind-body connections.

The

transitional object has also been examined from its role in the
development of an integrated body-image, in symbol formation,
and memory development.

The transitional object is regarded as

supporting the emerging ego functions that enable the indivi
dual to mediate the strains of adaptation to the external
world.

Moreover, the concept has proven relevant in under

standing the processes of structuralization and internalization
of stable self and other representations.

The transitional

object, itself, is now regarded as being eventually internal
ized as psychic structure.

Overall, Winnicott's formulations

have added a new and challenging dimension to the understanding
of psychoanalytic developmental psychology.

Creativity and Cultural Experience

Winnicott's concept of transitional objects and transi
tional phenomena provided the psychoanalytic community with a
new dimension through which to view creativity and cultural
experience.

It is within this domain that Winnicott's most

original contribution to the understanding of human experience
lies.

This area was described by Winnicott in the following:
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The transitional objects and transitional phenomena
belong to the realm of illusion which is at the basis
of initiation of experience.
This intermediate area of experience, unchallenged in
respect of its belonging to inner or external
(shared) reality, constitutes the greater part of the
infant's experience and throughout life is retained
in the intense experiencing that belongs to the arts
and to religion and to imaginative living and to
creative scientific work (1953, p. 97).
Winnicott's notion of creativity did not imply the
capacity to produce works of art, rather, his emphasis re
flected the nature of one's involvement with the world.

He

stated,
I am hoping that the reader will accept a general
reference to creativity, not letting the word get
lost in the successful or acclaimed creation, but
keeping it to the meaning that refers to colouring of
the whole attitude to external reality (1971, p. 65).
Thus, the concept of creative living should not be
confused with the production of what are considered "artistic"
or "creative" works.
(Beres, 1960).

The focus is on "process" not "products"

This encompasses creative imagination and

spontaneity, as well as a sense of "being" and participating in
everyday life.

It does not exclude, however, that creativity

which is expressed in the so-called "work of art."
Rose (1978) found value in applying the concept of the
transitional object to "everyday creativity."

The transitional

object, he suggested, represents "an early concrete manifesta
tion of the transitional process"

(p. 352).

Also, the transi

tional process is reflected by the ongoing task of interweaving
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the outside with the inside worlds.

Rose described the

transitional process:
As in its early form as the transitional object, the
transitional process in its developed form as the
creative imagination remains the essential instrument
of adaptation.
It samples the pluralism of reality,
withdraws and readvances, attempting to abstract
coherent configurations of self and nonself ele
ments.
They bridge the out-there with the in-here in
new ideas or images (p. 354).
The bridging function that Rose attributed to the transi
tional process expanded his (1964) earlier thinking regarding
creativity.

Previously, he explained creativity as the process

of expansion and contraction of ego boundaries, between the
"ego core" and external world.

Although Winnicott had arti

culated the creative process as involving the inside and
outside worlds, his "third-area" concept added a new dimension
to the interaction of these phenomena.

In this context,

creativity is no longer placed in a fixed structural model
involving defense and regression, but rather is seen as a more
fluid process involving boundary fluctuation.
Dinnage (1978) further emphasized and elaborated the roles
of the transitional object and transitional phenomena in the
creative process.

Creativity is regarded as emerging from the

use of early symbolic capacities inherent in the transitional
realm.

This is first manifested through the development of the

transitional object, and later expressed in play and shared
reality.

At the core of the creative process, in accordance

with Winnicott's perspective, is the matter of illusion.
Illusion based on trust is believed to provide the opportunity
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to create.

As Dinnage stated,

things, then, is concurrance:

"the key to the making of
when what the child expects and

what the world offers intersect, the object is both found and
created at the same moment"

(p. 370).

Although early sub

jectivity gradually gives away to greater reality testing, the
illusion of having "made" o n e ’s own world is retained and
extends across the continuum of human activity in the cultural
sphere.
The concept of illusion in this context no longer implies
a distortion of reality and the concomitant associations of
psychopathology, rather illusion takes on meaning as the
substrate of creativity.
Although Winnicott stated that the creativity he was
elucidating was not to be confused with specific abilities or
productions of "art," his concepts nevertheless lend insight to
the workings of the "artist."
Rose (1964) delineated a relationship between the creative
capacities of the artist and the earlier use of a transitional
object.

He suggested that for the artist the illusion inherent

in the "creation" and use of the transitional object may
underlie later artistic endeavors.

This refers both to

creative work as well as the shared experience that the artist
attempts to make available to the viewing audience.
defined this as "controlled illusion."
capacity for controlled illusion,

Rose

He stated that in the
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There is an implied agreement on the part of both
artist and audience to abandon the axioms of logic,
particularly the exclusion of contradiction, and to
treat the creative product as simultaneously fantas
tic and real.
In children's play, 'make-believe', is
an analogous activity (p. 3).
Weissman (1971) suggested that the transitional object
represents the first of objects creatively used in the life of
the artist.

He applied Greenacre's (1957) concept of "collec

tive alternates" to refer to this potential range of objects
that hold a relationship to early experiences with the primary
object.

Greenacre regarded this pool of objects to be larger

and more intensely employed by the gifted individual due to a
"greater sensitivity to sensory stimulation" (1957, p.

57).

Weissman proposed that the collective alternates represent
"special variations of normal transitional objects" (1971,
p. 403) which extend into adult life as the created objects of
the artist.
Hamilton (1975) emphasized the role of fantasies in the
creative process as they function as transitional phenomena.
The "transitional fantasy" is suggested to incorporate aspects
of the longed-for maternal object which is first re-obtained
through the creation of the transitional object.

The elements

of reunion with the mother are suggested by Hamilton to be
transformed from the transitional object to the transitional
fantasies where they are preserved.

The artist's transitional

fantasies become "externalized" onto the artistic medium
allowing the artist to experiment with separation through the
creative act.

Hamilton regarded the transitional fantasy --
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rather than collective alternates -- as accounting for the
creative process.
The concept of the transitional object has also been
applied to the understanding of language development in
childhood and the later use of language in poetry.

Weich

(1978) proposed that early language usage functions for the
child as a transitional phenomenon.
Recent observations in linguistics have pointed to a
period of early language development during which
words initially act as transitional objects.
The
child seems to carry the word with him as if he owns
it. He repeats it to sooth and reassure himself, as
though the word were there whenever he needed it
(p. 414).
Weich referred to this early form of language as "transi
tional language."

Language in this context has not yet

acquired true representational function as a symbol.

Transi

tional language is used, therefore, as part object and part
symbol.

Weich suggested that transitional language contains

the first creative use of language, which may forerun the later
use of language in a creative capacity.
Sobel (1978) and Miller (1978) both applied the concept of
the transitional object to the understanding of poetry as it is
used in the creative process.

Sobel (1978) analyzed the poetry

of Gerard Manley Hopkins in this light.

He suggested that

Hopkins's use of sounds, imagery, and rhythm access the link to
early childhood experience marked by the intermediate area.
These particular aspects of the poetry are viewed as transi
tional in that the form and function provide neither a strict
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representation of reality nor a purely subjective impression.
Rather, the poet's mental state is characterized by the
manipulation of experience that partakes of both inner and
outer worlds.
Miller (1978) related the poetry of Emily Dickinson to the
transitional object concept through the various bridging
functions that it served for her throughout her life.

The

emphasis is upon Dickinson's commitment to her poetry and her
use of it to mitigate the strains of the external world.
Miller proposed that Dickinson's poems were used as instruments
by which she measured the world's receptivity to her intimate
subjective state.

Miller stated the following of Emily

Dickinson's poetry:
I call her poems her transitional objects, not in the
sense that she takes a little bit of home with her as
she enters among strangers, but as a test of the
safety for herself among strangers.
They were a type
of litmus test of reality.
Emily Dickenson continued
to the end of her life using her poems as a link to
the world; acceptance, approval, would enable her to
come in person (p. 459).
Further elaboration on the role of words and sounds as
transitional phenomena comes from McDonald's (1970) interest in
musical development.

In accord with the assumption made by the

Suzuki method of violin instruction, that learning music
parallels language development in the young child, McDonald
proposed an earlier phase of musical development that may
precede the learning of musical instruments by young children.
The period defined by McDonald occurs in infancy when music is
used as part of the nurturing environment.

Such experiences of
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music may lead to its use as a transitional phenomenon or what
McDonald termed a "transitional tune."
When the transitional phenomenon is an auditory,
musical, one, it would seem that music has claimed an
early and very likely a lasting importance in the
child's life.
It may even be that a transitional
tune is an essential early step in musical develop
ment (p. 513).
McDonald further suggested that the transitional tune repre
sents part of a developmental line (A. Freud, 1965) for music
stemming from the infant's first babbling through musical
achievement and appreciation in adulthood.
The relationship between transitional objects and creative
experience has been reviewed from the perspective of various
investigators.

Winnicott (1953, 1971), in his writings,

attempted not only to delineate an area of experience where
creativity is located, but also to provide a context for
considering the origin of culture.
(Muensterberger,

1962; Modell,

Various authors

1970; Grolnick and Lengyel,

1978) elaborated upon primitive culture from this perspective.
Muensterberger (1962) proposed a connection between the
creativity of the artist, the psychopathological disorder of
fetishism (which will be reviewed later in this paper), and the
fetish object (ritual object) of primitive societies.

He

regarded the common denominator of these phenomena as the
undoing of separation.

It was through these adaptations, he

felt, that aspects of reality were denied.
stated,

Muensterberger
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I believe it can be shown that image formation and
re-presentation as well as the emotional prompting
for mastery through magic serve to deny separation
anxiety as well as castration anxiety.
This conten
tion will perhaps shed a brighter light on the
creative process in general.
It can be approached by
observing the drowsy infant holding on to substitute
representatives of his immediate environment,
imaginary companions be they his thumb, a blanket, a
pacifier, or a teddy bear (p. 171).
Muensterberger viewed the cultural domain of art, religion, and
ritual as rooted in the first environment of the infant-mother
dyad, where transitional objects are formed.

He further

asserted that under excessive threat of separation and loss the
transitional object may become rigidified into the fetish
object which has an obligatory use.

Likewise, the anxieties of

separation and castration may transform the cultural art
objects of a primitive society into unalterable ritual (i.e.
the fetish object of primitive society).
In attempting to understand the roots of cultural develop
ment, Modell (1970) examined the meaning and function of
Paleolithic art.

In these primitive cave paintings, natural

formations were used by the painter in the creation of animals
and nature.

In this process,

subjective experience and

external reality were believed to be brought together.

Modell

likened these primitive cultural developments to the transi
tional object in the following statement:
The notion that there is something intermediate
between the attitude of the creator and the beholder
approaches Winnicott's concept of the transitional
object.
The interpenetration of the actual environ
ment — that is, the walls and ceilings of the cave
itself — with the created image, may represent an
externalization of a psychic process: the child's
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first creative relationship with the environment,
which Winnicott has described as the transitional
object and transitional phenomena (p. 243).
Like Muensterber (1962), Modell recognized in these primitive
creations attempts to master fears of the unknown which stem
from the anxieties surrounding separation from mother.
Grolnick and Lengyel (1978) elucidated a relationship
between the burial art of the Etruscan culture and the transi
tional object.

The authors stated,

"that a complex continuum

exists between the bedtime rituals of infants and children and
the rituals and art of a culture's burial practices"

(p. 381).

In both instances these practices are regarded as efforts to
manage the strain of separation and loss.

The symbolism

inherent in the transitional object is believed to be analogous
to the symbolism employed in the rituals surrounding death
(e.g. imagery of the tomb, elaboration of an afterlife).
Grolnick and Lengyel further postulated that during the course
of development the symbolism and experience employed comes to
be more conplexly organized.

They elaborated this notion:

the art symbol can reveal the derivatives of its
transitional object ancestry.
This would be espe
cially so for the burial art symbol, which straddles
the interfaces both of the here and now of wakeful
ness and life and the void of separateness of sleep
and death (pp. 405-406).

Summary
Winnicott's concept of the transitional object and
intermediate-area of experience represents a new way of viewing
creativity and the cultural domain.

Such experiences are
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regarded as occupying a neutral area to which both inner life
and external reality both contribute.

The "potential space" is

designated as the realm where creativity, in a general sense,
is experienced.

The nature of this experience reflects a

positive and enthusiastic attitude toward the external world.
The capacity for creative living, imagination, and experience
is viewed as evolving from the early dyad of infant and
"good-enough mother," where infant need and maternal provision
optimally match.

This experience promotes the illusion that

one "creates" his or her own world.

The early sense of magical

omnipotence colors later encounters with the external world
in a positive fashion encouraging active adaptations and
investment in one's endeavors.

This is demonstrated first in

the use of a transitional object, and later in play, shared
play, and cultural experience.

Winnicott's formulation of

creativity also has relevance in understanding specific cases
of creativity and cultural phenomena.

Later theorists have

found use in relating the concept to the workings of the artist
and to such cultural phenomena as rituals and religious
practices.

The Fetish and Transitional Object

The transitional object, as defined by Winnicott, is
considered by the vast majority of the psychological community

36
to be a healthy and ubiquitous phenomena of childhood.

Others,

however, argued that the presence of inanimate object attach
ments, particularly when they are too highly treasured by the
child, indicate a pathological development arising from a
disturbance in the mother-child relationship (Sperling, 1963;
Dickes, 1963, 1978).

From this perspective the inanimate

object attachment is regarded as fetishistic and viewed as the
potential precursor to the fetish object of the adult.

In an

attempt to clarify these divergent positions, pertinent
literature regarding fetishism will be presented, followed by a
comparison of the transitional object with the fetish.

Formulations of the Adult Fetish
The fetish, as traditionally described,

is an inanimate

object that is required predominantly by adult males to ensure
the ability to adequately perform sexually.

Freud (1927/1959)

regarded the fetish as representing a symbolic female phallus
which allows the male to ward off intense and overwhelming
castration anxiety.

Underlying the use of a fetish object,

according to Freud, was the actual experience of having viewed
the mother's genitals during the oedipal period.

The "dis

avowal" of the sight of the penisless mother is preserved in
the phallic qualities that characterize the fetish object.
Moreover, Freud postulated that this defensive maneuver to deny
castration involves a split in the ego.
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Bak (1953) elaborated upon Freud's work by proposing
additional factors which contribute to the development of the
fetish.

These included dysfunction in the mother-infant

relationship, pregenital fixations, and an unusually strong
identification with the mother which exacerbates the anxiety
surrounding the awareness of the mother's penisless body.
Greenacre,

in a series of papers (1953, 1955, 1960, 1968),

highlighted various genital as well as pregenital trauma and
disturbances necessary for the development of the fetish.

She

suggested an initial phase of vulnerability characterized by
both inadequacy in the mother-child relationship and disruptive
events during the first eighteen months of life (e.g. fevers,
spasms, excessive stimulation, inadequate handling).

These

factors are regarded as rendering weaknesses in the formation
of a cohesive body-image.

This vulnerability is accompanied by

structural weakness in the developing ego, creating the
potential for difficulties in the later management of
oedipal-genital issues.

Greenacre further proposed a second

phase of vulnerability during the oedipal period.

She con

sidered the experience of having witnessed actual bodily harm
to self or other (e.g. accidents, operations) and having viewed
the naked mother as trauma compounding the castration anxiety
of this period.

These experiences, superimposed on an earlier

preoedipal body-image weakness, are proposed as the complex
course of events leading to the formation of the adult fetish.
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The Infantile Fetish
Wulff (1946), whose work predated W innicott1s contribution
regarding the transitional object, was the first to formally
consider the use of inanimate object attachments formed by
infants and young children within the framework of a psychopathological process.

He viewed these attachments as arising

from fixations at the oral stage of development due to vicissi
tudes in weaning.

He called these inanimate objects "infantile

fetishes" and conjectured that the association was with the
breast.

This view of fetishism diverges from traditional

thinking involving the genital association of the fetish
(Freud, 1927/1959).

Wulff found it rather implausable to

suggest that these early fetishes of the infant result from
repressive defense operations due to castration anxiety from
viewing the penisless mother.

This sequence of events was

considered much too complex to be attributed to the infant
whose psychic apparatus would not account for such psychologi
cal operations.

In comparing the infantile fetish with the

adult fetish, Wulff suggested that the differences are qualita
tive in nature.

He stated that, "fetishistic manifestations in

the young are not all that uncommon, but the psychological
structure of childhood fetishism, as of other psychological
manifestations,

is a different one"

(p. 465).

However, Wulff

did suggest that later phase developments may connect the oral
nature of the infantile fetish to anal and phallic instinctual
components leading toward the adult fetish.
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Roiphe (1968) and Roiphe and Galenson (1973, 1975), in
their investigation of fetish formation emphasized castration
anxiety of a preoedipal nature as playing an important con
tributing factor.

By implicating a genital factor of a

preoedipal nature, they attempted to link the fetish, in its
traditional sense, to the object attachments of early child
hood.
These authors proposed that a normal period of genital
arousal is present during the second half of the second year of
life.

It is believed that early genital arousal, when experi

enced with trauma to the developing body-image, produces a
faulty genital outline of the body.

The castration anxiety of

the preoedipal genital phase is marked by developmental issues
of bodily awareness and integrity.

The authors did not

exclude, however, such experiences as viewing the naked mother
and injury to the infant or mother as trauma associated with
the fetish.

Rather, they suggested that such experiences play

an important contributory role particularly when they occur
during the preoedipal-genital phase.
Sperling (1963) viewed the special inanimate objects used
by infants and young children as alarming developments.

She

took strong exception to Winnicott's assertion that transi
tional objects are healthy and universal.

She stated,

I believe they are pathological manifestations of a
specific disturbance in object relationship.
Winnicott's assertions are not only fallacious but
dangerous, because they lead to erroneous assessment
of the meaning and function of fetishistic childhood
phenomena and childhood fetishism (p. 377).
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Sperling,

like Wulff, attributed oral elements to the use

of inanimate objects during infancy.

The development of such

attachments are seen as a sign of disturbance in the
mother-infant relationship.

Issues of oral frustration as well

as separation anxiety and fear of losing the gratifying object
are all implicated in the emergence of the "fetish."

Sperling

has also stressed the role of the parents in the development of
these attachments.

In particular, the mother is often re

sponsible for both imposing her own conflicts on the child
while also forcing the object on the child in lieu of herself.
Thus, according to Sperling, the fetish reveals a fixation in
the child's object relations at a part-object (i.e. breast)
level which serves to deny the loss of the preoedipal mother.
Although the fetish object of childhood may resemble the
adult fetish object, Sperling did not automatically consider
the earlier form as necessarily leading to the adult fetish.
Rather, she asserted that "the child's fetish is but a stage in
a process that may or may not lead to adult fetishsim" (p. 384).
In a series of publications, Dickes (1963, 1978) lent
support to Sperling's position that the inanimate object
attachments of young children are of a fetishistic nature.

In

consensus with Sperling, Dickes often found the parents of such
children intrusive in their exhibitionsitic and seductive
behavior.

These children were often exposed early on to the

anatomical differences between the sexes.

In addition, the

unconscious rejections and neurotic projections onto the child
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were often accompanied by parental overemphasis on the child's
use of the object.

Dickes suggested that the result of such

circumstances culminates in the fetish object, which symbolizes
the parents as part objects of a sexual nature.
Dickes proposed that a continuum exists between the
transitional object, the infantile fetish, and the adult
fetish.

The particular outcome is believed to be dependent

upon the sequence of events that span the oral, anal, and
phallic psychosexual stages of development.

Differentiating the Transitional
Object from the Fetish Object
There remains a great deal of distortion, confusion, and
interchangeability between the concept of the transitional
object and the fetish.

This exists, in part, due to the

various similarities between the phenomena.

For exanple, they

are both inanimate objects and both are used to make an
adaptation to the external world.

Several authors systemati

cally compared the transitional object with the fetish in
effort to clarify their differential functions and meanings.
In his paper introducing the concept of the transitional
object, Winnicott (1953) addressed the issue of infantile
fetishism.

He believed that the concept of the fetish lost

meaning when attached to the inanimate object attachments of
infancy and early childhood.

He considered the inanimate

object attachments of this period as healthy and commonplace
and reserved the term "fetish" only for those instances when
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the transitional object becomes retained as part of the
delusion of a maternal phallus.
Greenacre (1969, 1970) delineated several important
distinguishing features between the transitional object and
fetish object.

The most significant differences between these

phenomena, according to Greenacre, are in regard to the onset
and function of the object.

The transitional object which

emerges during infancy is seen as having a role primarily
restricted to early childhood, while the fetish, as it is
commonly understood, is infrequently seen prior to adolescence
or adulthood.

In no case, states Greenacre, can the inanimate

object be considered fetishistic prior to the oedipal phase.
Moreover, the adult fetish is not a widely occurring phenomena
while the use of a transitional object is a pervasive occurance
during childhood, which does not forebode later psychopathological manifestations

(A. Freud,

1965).

Greenacre also attended to the various functions of the
transitional object in the child's early development.

The

transitional object, for example, has been suggested to
mitigate the anxieties surrounding separation, promote self and
object differentiation, and bridge experience between the
familiar and unfamiliar.

In all instances, the association of

the transitional object is with the breast.

In contrast, the

fetish object by definition signifies a genital association
between infant and mother.

Although the fetish is founded upon

disturbances in early object relations (preoedipal experi

43
ences), it is the castration panic of the oedipal period which
produces the need for the fetish object.

Accordingly,

Greenacre proposed that, although the transitional object and
the fetish both originate in early childhood, their genetic
components and functional properties are qualitatively dif
ferent.

She stated,

I would emphasize that the transitional object is a
temporary construction to aid the infant in the early
stages of developing a sense of reality and estab
lishing his own individual identity.
It is of
positive value in monitoring growth and expansion.
It is dispensed with, when it is no longer needed.
In contrast, the fetish serves as a patch for a flaw
in the genital area of the body image. While
necessary for the approximation of an adequate sexual
function, it is not otherwise useful.
Like many
patches it is circumscribed, aims to be durable, but
is not always successful.
In that case it must be
renewed, sometimes with larger patches (1969, p. 163).
Greenacre also focused upon the role of aggression as it
is involved in the use of fetish object compared to the
transitional object.

The transitional object, founded upon the

early experiences with the good-enough mother,
to be laden with introjected aggression.

is not believed

Rarely is the

transitional object attacked with vicious hostility, though it
is not free from ambivalent feeling and occasional mistreat
ment.

For the most part, the transitional object is soft and

malleable, and is often revered with loving tenderness.

Quite

contrary to these characteristics of the transitional object,
the fetish object is regarded as replete with repressed
hostility formed in the castration panic of the oedipal
period.

Often accompanying the use of the fetish during sexual
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activity are sadomasochistic behaviors.

The fetish object,

therefore, requires a certain indestructability which helps
protect the fragile body-image and genital area from destruc
tion .
Greenacre further proposed that the illusory, or magical,
components of the transitional object and the fetish object
shed additional light on the differences between these pheno
mena.

The illusion inherent in the use of the transitional

object is regarded as evolving from experiences in the
mother-infant dyad with the good-enough mother.

The transi

tional object enables the qualities of the holding environment
to be preserved, thus helping the infant bridge experiences
with the outside world.

By serving in this capacity, the

transitional object is viewed as a healthy adaptation.
Greenacre (1970) described the capacity of the transitional
object to facilitate illusion:
Combining familiarity and plasticity of form it lends
versatile illusionary support to a variety of new
experiences by relating them back to earlier ones,
when contact with the mother was more constant.
Since it is something easily carried and at the
infant's complete disposal, it aids rather than
limits him in new investigations and experiences.
(p. 451)
The fetish, in contrast to the transitional object, is consi
dered more concrete and narrow in its function.

It operates

primarily to deny the experience of the penisless mother
thereby mitigating the heightened fear of castration.
fetish provides an illusion of a female phallus.

The

In this

context, Greenacre stated that "the relation of illusion to the

45

fixed delusion might be roughly compared to that of the
transitional object to the fetish" (p. 452).
Bak (1974) also emphasized various differences between the
fetish object and transitional object.

Most notably, he

regarded the use of inanimate objects during childhood to
contain developmental and defensive functions that qualitative
ly differ from the use of such objects in adulthood.

The

transitional object mitigates the trauma surrounding separation
and weaning while the fetish defends against castration
anxiety.

The notion of an "infantile" fetish, according to

Bak, is a misnomer.

For any object to have true fetishistic

qualities, it must contain phase-specific disturbances arising
in the oedipal-genital period.

Attachment to objects in the

first year of life is incompatible with a fetishistic explana
tion of the phenomena.

Bak has asserted that fetishistic

manifestations must contain a castration element and points to
the unlikelihood of such phenomena existing in women.

Further

more, the equally common prevalence of transitional objects
among males and females, while the fetish of the adult is
exclusively a male occurance,

is seen as strongly adding

support to the position that two separate processes are
involved in these phenomena.
The literature reviewed regarding fetishistic uses of
inanimate objects represents a divergent viewpoint to Winnicott1s formulations.

In the following section, disturbances in

the transitional process itself have been examined as they lend
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insight into aspects of the psychopathological process and to
features of clinical intervention.

Summary
While Winnicott considered the use of special inanimate
objects in early childhood as healthy and universal, others
have charged that such attachments are pathological and
fetishistic.

The presence of such objects is believed to be

indicative of a disturbance in the mother-child relationship
often compounded by libidinal fixation.

Moreover, these

objects used by children are viewed as potentially leading to
fetish use in adult life.

The origin and function of both the

transitional object and fetish object have been examined in an
effort to understand the differential roles and meanings they
serve in the process of adaptation to the external world.

The

fetish object, in the traditional sense, is regarded as
emerging from the oedipal period under the threat of over
whelming castration anxiety.

The use of the fetish is viewed

as an aid to sexual arousal and performance.

The role of the

object is seen as rigid, inflexible, and imbued with aggression
and hostility.

While pregenital factors have been implicated

in the development of the fetish, it is, nevertheless, seen as
having a primarily genital association.

The transitional

object, on the other hand, is formed in infancy, is associated
with the breast, and serves a positive mediating role for
issues involving separation.

The object is highly treasured,
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affectionately cared for, and not limited in its function.
Rather, the transitional object is regarded as enabling
multiple developmental processes to proceed, ranging from
matters of ego development to object relations.

Moreover, the

transitional object is ubiquitous and does not forebode later
pathological disorders.

Clinical Applicability of the Concept
of the Transitional Object
In defining the area of experience between infant and
mother as transitional, Winnicott provided a new and valuable
framework for understanding a most important developmental
process.

The realm of transitional objects and transitional

phenomena reflects the adaptations of the good-enough mother to
her baby, creating the illusion that there is congruence
between what is needed inside and what the world provides.
Gradually, though, the mother's task shifts to disillusionment
or allowing the infant to account for frustration as her
ministrations become less exact.

Although this process of

reality adaptation is never ending, the capacity to experience
within the intermediate area provides relief from the strain
that reality demands.

Accordingly, the transitional object and

transitional phenomena are viewed as the early use of illusion,
which underlies the capacity for shared experience and meaning
ful pursuits in life.
If the mother fails to adequately provide for the infant's
early needs or does not allow the infant to later adapt to
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reality demands, serious problems arise in the emotional
adjustment of the individual.

Disturbances in the transitional

process impair the adequate internalization of psychic struc
ture and development of mature object relations.

Examination

of the vicissitudes in the transitional process sheds new light
upon the understanding of aspects of childhood and adult
psychopathology.

The concept of the transitional object also

has relevance when applied to the understanding of the psycho
therapeutic process.

Psychopathology of Childhood
and Adolescence
Although passing reference to Winnicotts' concepts of the
transitional object and transitional phenomenon are now common
in the psychoanalytic literature, some authors have formally
applied his principles to their work.
Fintzy (1971) proposed that the prolonged and varied use
of transitional objects may have bearing on the diagnosis of
borderline conditions of childhood.

A fixation at the level of

transitional object development is suggested to characterize
the borderline child's functioning.

This is manifested

symptomatically by poorly defined ego boundaries, impulsivity,
and affective lability.

In the context of the therapeutic

situation, Fintzy proposed that introducing inanimate objects
may be useful in helping the child bridge obstacles in the
therapeutic relationship.

The mediating role of the object is
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viewed as a means of promoting object relations from a transi
tional level to a more mature whole object level.
The introduction of inanimate objects in the therapeutic
situation has been demonstrated as an effective strategy by
Buxbaum (1960) in the treatment of hair pulling behavior of two
young girls.

The therapy uncovered fetishistic functions

served by these behaviors which developed following the
traumatic experiences of witnessing injury to the parents'
genitals

(one girl viewed her mothers menstrual bleeding, the

other a genital injury to her father).

In addition to these

early traumas, preoedipal overidentifications with the mother
were present, which interfered with separation.

The inanimate

objects introduced in these cases, both "intermediary objects,"
served in a transitional capacity promoting greater self and
object differentiation.
Furer (1964) applied Winnicott's concept of the transi
tional object to the "psychotic fetish" of a severely re
gressed, symbiotic psychotic child.

Although the repetitive,

stereotyped use of an object by such children shows limited
transitional qualities, Furer regarded their use as indication
of some awareness of an outside.

The psychotic state of these

children shifts from autistic withdrawal to a transitional
level, though for brief periods, and then back again.

The

therapeutic task set forth by Furer was to consistently meet
the child's needs, thereby providing some continuity between
inside and outside.

This proved beneficial in progressing the
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child from his symbiotic state toward a transitional level and
beyond.

Paralleling such developments in object relations were

greater transitional qualities that infused upon the child's
object.
Downey (1978) delineated the usefulness of assessing
transitional phenomena in the psychoanalytic treatment of young
adolescents.

He suggested that the appearance of such pheno

mena can be used as a means of determining the presence of a
therapeutic alliance in spite of the frequent negativity and
resistance so characteristic of these patients.

In case

examples provided, aspects of clothing, particularly treasured
articles, served as soothing transitional phemonena for the
adolescent during treatment.

Moreover, the display of such

phenomena served to cue the therapist to the need to attend to
preoedipal issues in the treatment before approaching oedipal
material.
Another instance of the fixation at the transitional
object stage in an adolescent treatment was described by Kafka
(1969) in an unusual case of a self-mutilating teenage girl.
The actual cutting of her body and soothing sensation of the
warm blood on her skin surface was ascertained to function in a
transitional manner for this girl.

In this case, an early skin

disease in infancy and lack of tactile contact served to
libidinalize the skin surface and lead to its fixation as a
kind of transitional object.

It was only as this patient came

to accept her body surface as part of herself and no longer as
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a "not-rae" object that her symptoms faded and her capacity for
relationship with others developed.
Gaddini (1978) proposed,

from her clinical study of

psychosomatic disorders, a relationship between the transition
al object and the psychosomatic symptom.

According to Gaddini,

"psychosomatic symptom formation takes place along the same
developmental continuum as does the creation of the T.O.
(transitional object), but is a psychophysical rather than
psychological resultant"

(p. 118).

The development of the

psychosomatic symptom reflects early disruption in object
relations involving issues of closeness and separation between
infant and mother.

The failure in the maternal function is

suggested to produce a cathexis of the body, which, in effect,
provides self-mothering (e.g. rocking, rumination, asthma).
These developments prohibit the attainment of higher levels of
object relating and symbolization.

Psychopathology of Adulthood
Various investigators and clinicians have linked border
line conditions of the adult to vicissitudes in early object
relations, specifically at the stage of transitional object
development.

Modell (1963) proposed that the psychological

structure of the borderline individual reflects an arrest in
ego development at the level of partial self and object
differentiation.

While this level of functioning is also

regarded as characteristic of the schizophrenic individual, it
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is constitutional defects or biological factors, according to
Modell, that may account for the major disturbances in reality
testing

and regression under stress in these disorders.

Kahne (1967), in clinical case studies of a psychotic
patient and two borderline patients, reported the persistence
of earlier unmodified transitional phenomena that extended into
adult life.

The appearance of fixated transitional phenomena

in these patients clearly demonstrated major disturbances in
object relations at the part-object level.

In one case, the

patient handled and manipulated her scarf during the sessions
which provided her with soothing relief.

In another case the

patient reported stroking her face with her bed sheet in a
fashion similar to her childhood experience.

The therapist's

awareness of the meaning of these behaviors was instrumental in
the understanding and interpretation of preoedipal transference
issues surrounding matters of mothering and separation.
Volkan and Kavanaugh (1978) also reported the reactivation
of transitional objects, which took the form of cats, in the
analysis of three borderline patients.

The authors stress

that, in the cases presented, the level of object relations was
assessed as fluctuating between the symbiotic level and
transitional object level.

Moreover, the cats were acquired,

or took on important transitional qualities, during the
therapeutic phase where intense oral demands and separation
issues became prominent.
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Giovacchini (1978) viewed failures in the early
mother-child relationship as leading to the inadequate inter
nalization of psychic structure present in the affective
psychoses and schizophrenias.

He suggested that in such

patients the opportunity for primary psychic creativity offered
through the good enough mother is absent.

The ego defects

derived from such environmental failure are proposed as
underlying the delusional states characteristic of these
disorders.

As the external world fails to provide congruence

with the internal, the infant develops defensive adaptations to
his frightening, overwhelming experiences.

These delusions,

which often take the form of magical omnipotent beliefs,
function defensively to deny utter helplessness.

According to

Giovacchini, the disorders characterized by such psychotic
symptoms reflect major disturbances in the capacity to engage
the transitional realm.
In case reports by Coppolillo (1967) and Kaminer (1978),
inabilities to engage in the third area of experience resulted
from the overintrusiveness of the mother who directly inter
fered in the child's creative endeavors.

By not allowing the

child to make age appropriate adaptations independently of her,
the mother blocked much of the enjoyment of discovery.

In the

case described by Coppolillo, the mother intruded her reality
presence onto the child whenever he attempted to use a transi
tional object.

Likewise, Kaminer reported a similar situation
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with the outcome in the case producing a major impairment in
the woman's frustration tolerance in later life.
Volkan (1973), in his analytic work with a narcissistic
patient, discovered that fantasies for this individual served
as "intangible representations" of the transitional object.
The series of fantasies reported by this patient were repeti
tious accounts of grandiose actions he performed.

The fanta

sies had soothing qualities which were easily manipulated in
thought, yet were held onto with great tenacity.

Also, the

fantasies helped manage early anxieties involving separation
and loneliness.

These "transitional fantasies," as Volkan

termed them, functioned to prevent regressive tendencies to the
sought after symbiotic merger with the maternal figure.

The

transitional fantasies helped the patient to manage the
stresses of mediating inner and outer reality.

It was only by

working through the narcissistic transference and early
separation traumas that the transitional fantasies could be
relinquished and satisfying interpersonal relationships be
restored.
In the analytic treatment of three males with narcissistic
disorders and homosexual tendencies, Natterson (1976) found
these patients to use themselves as their own transitional
objects.

Because of early maternal failure these individuals

cathected their own bodies and self representations with
soothing functions.

The patients frequently thought of

themselves as "dolls," and spent inordinate amounts of time
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dressing themselves and decorating their surroundings.

The

analyses focused upon pregenital fixations and the use of their
own bodies as transitional objects.

In each case, fixations

occurred near the symbiotic stage of development.

By never

separating sufficiently from the mother, strong feminine
identifications developed.
In a case of a twinship, Parrish (1978) described how one
twin used the other as a transitional object.

The unique

situation of having a twin was discovered to compound the
normal difficulties of separation.

The patient developed an

inordinate dependency on his twin with resultant confusion of
self-representations.

The patient's use of his twin both in

fantasy and reality served as an unmodified early transitional
object.

The analysis focused upon preoedipal issues regarding

separation allowing self and object representations to more
fully differentiate.

Through this process the reliance upon

the twin to mediate experiences and relationships with others
diminished.
Solomon (1962, 1978) elaborated the role of the
"fixed-idea" of the obsessive-compulsive individual as it
functions as an "internalized transitional object. "

The

rigidity and persistence of the fixed idea is a defense against
an early environment marked by inconsistency and confusion.

It

is the oral character of the fixed idea that makes it so
resistant to change.

The individual holds on to the idea "like

a scared infant hangs on to its mother"

(1962, p. 636).

The
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idea is like the transitional object in that it provides a link
to the mother.

The therapeutic task in such instances required

interpretation of the process of the idea's development and
function rather than interpretation of the content.
Khan (1978) reported the use of a secret as a transitional
phenomenon.

In this case, his patient had hidden two candle

sticks at three and a half years of age.

The event occurred

following the birth of younger twin siblings.

The burying of

the candlesticks represented a disruption in the relationship
with her mother —
act.

which was preserved in the secrecy of her

Through the establishment of a safe therapeutic relation

ship, the secret was shared, enabling the aspects of develop
ment arrested at this stage to proceed again.
Grolnick (1978) delineated a relationship between dreams
and aspects of transitional phemonena.

According to Grolnick,

the nightly engagement in dreams provides both defensive
functions as well as transitional functions.

The transitional

qualities of the dream involve the bridging capacity between
self and other representations.

It provides access to the

comfort and soothing where reunion with parental representa
tions are possible.

The dream serves to mediate stresses at

all developmental levels.

It is this capacity of the dream --

to access experience at the level of transitional phenomena —
that provides the individual with a "resting place."

In one

case study, Grolnick reported on the transitional qualities of
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his patient's dream and how they enabled him to cope with the
threatening nature of the analytic setting.

Psychotherapeutic Process
The application of the transitional object concept to
clinical issues regarding the development of object relations
and internalization of psychic structure has proven to have
broad relevance.

The concept also has applicability when

considering aspects of the psychotherapeutic process.
Green (1978) found usefulness in applying the notion of a
potential space to the analytic situation.

The engagement of

the therapeutic process by analyst and analysand is considered
as reflecting exploration of experience that is not unique to
one but which is situated in between.

The important therapeu

tic experience lies in the interplay between patient and
therapist.

According to Green,

it is the transitional quali

ties of the space between patient and therapist in the analytic
setting that yields a new dimension to the understanding of the
curative process.
Khan (1978) has also elaborated upon the concept of
potential space in the analytic setting.

He regarded the

phenomenon as manifesting itself in situations when the patient
is unable to engage in the analytic process or transference
relationship.

Under such circumstances the patient may use the

potential space of the analytic setting to "sustain moods and
larval psychic experiences which... ego-capacities as yet
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cannot actualize"

(p. 261).

The act of sharing these experi

ences in the setting enables them to eventually emerge, be
communicated, and analyzed.
Greenbaum (1978) likened the interaction between analyst
and patient —
patient" —

when the analyst is "in rapport with the

to the experience with the transitional object.

The nature of this interaction (again, when therapist is fully
engaged with the patient) provides the patient with a highly
therapeutic experience.

This occurs as the therapist becomes,

in a sense, a transitional object for the patient —

where the

needs and concerns of the patient are almostly magically met or
understood by the therapist.

Greenbaum analogized this process

of the transitional object experience to Isakower's concept of
the "analyzing instrument."
Greenson (1978) further described an aspect of this
phenomena where the analytic setting itself serves as a
"transference" transitional object for the patient.

Under such

circumstances, the analyst and the room provide certain
soothing functions which represent transference phenomena of
earlier fixations at the transitional object level.

Downey

(1978) reported similar instances in analytic treatment of
adolescents, where the analytic setting serves as the parental
"lap."
Crawfoord (1977) extended the transitional functions of
the therapeutic setting to the day hospital situation.

He

reported that, for the borderline patient, issues surrounding
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separation and abandonment depression are often worked through
in the context of a therapeutic milieu —

such as the day

hospital where separation and attachment can be done and
undone.

This allows split self and other representations to

acquire greater cohesiveness, promoting the development of more
adequate ego boundaries.
Searles (1975), in his analytic scrutiny of the therapeu
tic process, implicated a "symbiotic" phase during which the
boundaries between therapist and patient fall away.

During

this phase, the symptomatic features of the patient's pathology
are regarded as serving as transitional objects for both
patient and therapist.

By analyzing the transference and

countertransference features of this phenomenon, Searles
suggested important therapeutic work is accomplished, particu
larly with very disturbed patients.

This involves the promot

ing of separation and individuation from the symbiotic state.

Summary
The concept of the transitional object has provided the
psychological community with a valuable and innovative frame
work for understanding a complexity of developmental issues.
It has also proven relevant in the diagnostic formulation and
clinical intervention of psychopathological disorders of
childhood, adolescence, and adulthood.

The concept is particu

larly pertinent when considering disorders arising from
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disturbances in the early stages of the mother-child relation
ship.

This involves vicissitudes in the internalization of

psychic structure and in the development of mature object
relations.

Such disturbances reflect separation and individua

tion pathology characteristic of borderline and psychotic
conditions.

While the concept is readily applied by clinicians

in diagnostic decision making, it also has more subtle applica
tions.

Within the context of the psychotherapeutic relation

ship, transference phenomena of a pre-oedipal nature can often
be interpreted in light of developmental issues of the stage of
transitional objects.

Moreover, the inanimate qualities of the

therapeutic setting, which are often overlooked in clinical
practice, take on new meaning when considered from the perspec
tive of the transitional object.

Empirical Findings
The concept of the transitional object and transitional
phenomenon has become well integrated into the psychoanalytic
frame of reference.

The transitional object, like most

psychoanalytic concepts, is based upon clinical observation and
complex theory.

Since Winnicott introduced his concepts,

increasingly more investigations and studies have been reported
about the transitional object which attempt to objectively
assess aspects of the phenomenon.
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Descriptive Accounts, Surveys,
and Correlational Studies
Stevenson (1954) was the first to collect descriptive
accounts of children's early attachments to special objects.
Based upon an informal survey of various mothers' clubs across
England, several features of the transitional object were
assessed.

These included the onset of attachment, the child's

emotional adjustment, and family attitudes toward the object.
Her findings of 43 children revealed no sex differences or
personality characteristics related to object attachment.
Parental attitudes toward these attachments were predominantly
favorable.

Stevenson did distinguish between attachments

formed to objects during the child's first year of life and
those attachments appearing at two to three years of age.

The

former she termed "primary" objects, which she suggested are
representative of Winnicott's description of the transitional
object.

Those attachments occurring later are regarded as

different from the true transitional object yet still important
in the development of mature object relations.
Observations by Provence and Ritvo (1961) and Provence and
Lipton (1962) brought attention to the striking absence of
early object attachments among infants reared in institutional
settings and deprived of adequate nurturance and maternal
care.

These children revealed gross deficiencies in the

development of object relations and in their capacity to engage
in soothing interaction with inanimate objects.
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Busch, Nagera, McKnight and Pezzarossi (1973) systemati
cally and objectively assessed various dimensions of the
transitional object.

Based upon observations of 40 children

and in-depth interviews with parents these authors proposed
certain definitions, characteristics, and qualities of the
transitional object.

Of the sample studied, the incidence of

object attachment was found to be 67.5%.

The focus of the

study centered upon the object attachments formed during
infancy, or what Busch and his colleagues refere/’ to as
"primary transitional objects."

Those objects that take on

importance after age two were termed "secondary transitional
objects."
The following criteria were used in defining the primary
transitional object:

the attachment should appear during the

first year of life; the attachment should be of a duration
greater than 1 year; the object should have soothing qualities
for the child; the object should provide the child other than
oral or libidinal gratification; the object should be delegated
importance by the child and not imposed by the parent; and the
object should be distinct from the infant's use of parts of its
own body for comfort and relief.

The authors found several

interesting relationships from their study of these primary
transitional objects.

First, the objects commonly used are

soft, malleable, and almost always employed at bedtime and
during feeding.

In addition, most children formed an attach

ment to one object, with multiple attachments being rather
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uncommon.
worthy:

The persistence of the attachment was also note
only 10% of the children studied (between ages 2 and

5) had given up their attachment at the time of the study.
In further discussion of characteristics of the primary
transitional object, Busch (1974) emphasized tactile qualities
rather than any other specific elements (e.g., odor) as being a
critical factor.

The association of the object with the crib

appeared important.

Most object attachments selected by the

infant were from an array of crib articles.

Busch regarded the

transitional object, often readily observed in the form of the
blanket attachment, as differing from the more obscure transi
tional phenomena.

First, he was unable to find substantial

examples of transitional phenomena from his observations.
Moreover, the transitional phenomena are not evident at times
of stress nor do they seem capable of providing the soothing
experiences characteristic of a tangible object.

He regarded

the transitional phenomena as being "transitory in nature" and
serving a "time-limited function that is superficially similar
but qualitatively very different from the function served by
the first transitional object"

(p. 228).

Busch and McKnight (1973, 1977), in a series of reports
following their original investigation (1973), explored
parental attitudes toward the child's attachment to a treasured
object and changes in the function of the object attachment
over time.

From their data it appeared that parental expecta

tions regarding an early object attachment do not influence its
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formation.

There were no differences in attachment based upon

parental awareness of such phenomena.

That is, the children of

mothers who knew about such attachments did not differ in
whether or not they formed an attachment in comparison to the
children of mothers who were unaware of such phenomena.
Although the conscious expectation of the parent toward the
object does not have a direct impact on attachment formation,
parental attitudes toward the use of the object can have either
a facilitating or a restricting influence.

Such influences,

according to Busch and McKnight, have either positive or
disruptive effects on the child's development.
The primary transitional object was described by Busch and
McKnight (1977) as serving various functions for the young
child.

The intensity and uses of the object are also shown to

reveal significant individual differences.

Among most chil

dren, changes in function of the treasured object are noted at
approximately two years of age.

Age two appears critical in

that it is a time associated with greater awareness of separ
ateness, movement toward greater autonomy, and notable demands
being placed upon the child (e.g., toilet training).

At this

time, the object is often noted to take on greater importance
to the child and it is used with more intensity.
Other investigations of transitional objects have involved
some large surveys of varying populations.

Gaddini and Gaddini

(1970), in a cross-cultural study, compared almost 1,200
children of three social groups living in Italy.

The groups
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consisted of a rural population living outside of Rome (N=682),
a group living in Rome (N=502), and a group of foreign,
Anglo-Saxon children living in Rome (N=52).

The incidence of

attachment based upon parental interviews was found to be 61.5%
among the foreign children, 31.1% among the city children, and
4.9% among the rural children.
Hong and Townes (1976) also conducted a cross-cultural
study involving 279 children of non-western backgrounds.
Information regarding object attachment was obtained by
questionnaire from mothers of children 7 months to 8 years of
age.

The social groups investigated were American children

(N=169), Korean children born and reared in America (N=50), and
Korean children in Korea (N=60).

The findings of the study

revealed 53.9% of the American children displaying attachments
to an object,

34% of the Korean children in America, and 18.3%

of the Korean children in Korea.
In both these cross-cultural studies, the factors contri
buting to the differences in object attachments among social
groups have been attributed to variations in child-rearing
practices.

The higher incidence of object attachment was found

to be negatively correlated with breast feeding, the duration
of breast feeding, sleeping arrangements in proximity to the
mother, and physical contact.

Specifically, the American

children and Anglo-Saxon children often slept separately from
the mother, spent less time with the mother prior to going
asleep, were less often breast fed, were weaned earlier, and
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generally experienced less physical contact with the mother.
Among the Korean group in Korea and rural group outside Rome,
the infants were commonly breast fed, often slept with the
mother, experienced more elaborate bedtime interaction with
mother (rocking,

lulling), and spent more time overall in

physical contact with the mother.

In the Korean group in

America and City group in Rome, the child-rearing practices and
nature of the mother-infant interaction was generally in
between the two groups described above on most of the dimen
sions .
In another cultural context, Bettleheim (1969) observed
that children on the Kibbutz in Israel rarely displayed
attachments to inanimate objects.

In these settings,

child-rearing practices involve communal child care, with the
children sleeping and spending most of their time with their
peer group and special caretakers.

Although no systematic

study was carried out by Bettleheim, his observations included
several Kibbutz sites.
Ekecrantz and Rudhe (1972) surveyed dimensions of transi
tional phenomena through a random sanple of families that had
three children and lived in Stockholm.

Transitional phenomena

was operationally defined as including "anything —

behavior or

object that habitually comforts the child, especially at
bedtime or at times of lonliness, sadness, or anxiety, with the
exception of objects like the whole or part of the mother's or
child's own body"

(p. 263).

The authors collected data (based
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upon interviews with mothers) on 390 children ranging from
1-1/2 to 16 years of age.

Their results indicated that 74% of

the children, at the time of the study, used or previously used
a transitional phenomenon.

In addition, 83.2% of these

children established their attachment prior to one year of
age.

The onset and use of the transitional phenomenon was

temporally linked with the weaning of the child.

The relation

ship between mother and child was also related to transitional
phenomena.

The more positive the mother-child relationship was

determined to be, the greater the likelihood the child would
have some sort of transitional phenomenon.

No relationships

were found between transitional phenomena and ego resources,
such as independence, frustration tolerance, and artistic
interests.
In a subsequent study using more stringent criteria of
transitional phenomena, Rudhe and Ekecrantz (1974) collected
data on 77 children 6 years of age.

Transitional phenomena

were assessed by parental reports during brief, unstructured
interviews.

The authors found 59.7% of the children to have

displayed some form of transitional phenomena.

Multiple

transitional phenomena were reported among 21.7% of the
sample.

The authors also found that half the children with

reported transitional phenomena still displayed them at the
time of the study.
Brody and Axelrod (1978) studied 131 children longitudi
nally from infancy through seven years of age.

Interviews with
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the mothers took place several times during the first year, and
once a year thereafter until the children were seven.

The

authors found 21.4% of the children to have formed attachments
during the first year and another 23.7% during the beginning
part of the second year.

These children often possessed their

objects for considerable periods of time, with 25.4% still
displaying the attachment at age seven.

Object attachment was

found to be more common among children of middle and upper
socioeconomic classes.

Among some children who retained their

attachments for lengthy periods of time, various symptoms were
noticed upon giving them up (e.g., rituals, compulsive beha
viors ).
Passman and Halonen (1979) conducted a survey of chil
dren's attachments to pacifiers, blankets, and hard toys.

The

sample, which was randomly selected, included 690 children
ranging in age from 1-1/2 to 63 months of age.

Mothers of

these children were asked to rate the child's attachment to
each of these objects.

The results of the study showed 66% of

the children to have attachments to pacifiers, 60% to blankets,
and 28% to hard toys.

Blanket attachments were found to be

quadradically related to age.

The use of blankets increased

until approximately 18 to 24 months then began decreasing.
Attachments did persist through 60 months, with 16% of the
children exhibiting them at that age.
Boniface and Graham (1979) surveyed object attachments
among 702 three-year-old children.

The population was the
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first representative sample investigated.

The authors found

16.4% of the group to have object attachments, with another 2%
previously using such objects.

Object attachment was assessed

by maternal report during interviews.

Based upon additional

questionnaire data completed by the mothers, relationships were
shown between object attachment and greater independence of the
child.
related.

Finger sucking and sucking of other objects were also
No associations were found between object attachment

and sleeping arrangements, social class, or how the object was
used.
Sherman, Hertzig, Austrian and Shapiro (1981) investigated
object attachments among older, school-aged children.

One

hundred and seventy-one children ranging from 9 to 13 years of
age were included.

Information regarding object attachments,

behavioral characteristics, and family background was obtained
from parents through questionnaires and telephone interviews.
The results demonstrated 54% of the children to have had an
attachment object when younger.

Of the children with attach

ments, 49% of them still had the attachment at 9 years of age.
The investigators found no behavioral characteristics, aspects
of development, or social factors to be related to attachment.
Gay and Hyson (1976) investigated the use of object
attachments through systematic and intensive observation of a
small group of children (N=4).
each child's home.
years.

The observation occurred in

The children ranged in age from 2 to 5

The authors found that the objects were most often used
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when the child was stressed, upset, or anxious.

Moreover, when

the object was employed by the child regressive behaviors were
frequently displayed (e.g., thumb sucking, baby talk).
the object was put down these behaviors disappeared.

After
Also

following the interaction with the object was a notable
decrease in the child’s stress and displeasure.

Age differ

ences were found to be related to the manner and circumstances
in which the object was used.

Older children, for example,

used their objects when they sensed rejection or felt guilty,
while the younger children would often engage their object when
struggling with issues of autonomy or when the mother would not
accommodate a demand.

Overall, the objects tended to help the

children cope with stress, thereby providing a soothing
function.
Horton, Louy and Coppolillo (1974) studied object attach
ments among a group of personality disordered adults.

They

found that 84% of these individuals revealed no evidence of
early transitional object usage.

Morever, their capacity for

"transitional relatedness" in adult life was also limited.

The

comparison group of normal adults revealed very striking
reports of early object attachments and current capacity for
transitional relatedness (e.g., emotional investment in one's
work, religion, family).

Horton (1977) extended this investi

gation by exploring early object usage among schizophrenic
adults.

Based upon several case reports he found schizophren

ics to vividly recall early attachments to inanimate objects.
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However, such individuals, according to Horton, are fixated at
this level of object relations.

He proposed that inquiry into

the realm of object attachments may prove useful in the
differential diagnosis of severe personality disorder and
schizophrenia.
Cohen (1979) investigated aspects of personality charac
teristics and cognitive style among college students in
relationship to early transitional object attachment.
Thirty-seven individuals, 19 having had an early object
attachment,

18 without such attachments, were studied.

Subjects were selected for the study based upon self-reports
and parental-reports to questionnaires exploring object
atachment.
Busch et al.

Stringent criteria, based upon those proposed by
(1973), were used to define object attachment.

Significant personality factors were found between the groups.
The transitional object group revealed high tension and anxiety
characteristics while the non-attached group revealed person
ality traits of reserve and introversion.

Other measures, such

as cognitive style, were found to be unrelated to attachment.

Experimental Studies
Various investigations have studied object attachments of
young children under controlled experimental conditions.
Gershaw and Schwarz (1971) collected data on 36 male children
ranging in age from 15 to 42 months.

The children were

randomly assigned to treatment conditions which involved a
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strange environment with either the mother present, a familiar
toy present, or an unfamiliar toy present.

Exploratory

behaviors and attachment behaviors were measured.

The authors

found that the children, when separated from the mother, showed
no differences in managing distress when with either familiar
or unfamiliar toys.

In this study, however, no distinctions

were made between the familiar toy and favorite inanimate
object attachments.
Weisberg and Russell (1971) investigated the role of
blanket attachments and their preference over other objects in
an experimental setting.

In this study, 24 children from 18 to

50 months of age participated.

The experimental conditions

involved the child's interaction in a novel setting with:

a

favorite blanket, an unfamiliar blanket, a familiar piece of
cloth from home, or a foam cushion.

The children demonstrated

greater interaction with their own blanket than with the other
objects.

This was also evident even in the presence of the

mother.
In a large, well-designed study, Passman and Weisberg
(1975) studied 64 children, ranging in age from 24 to 39
months, half of whom were attached to blankets.

They found

that those children attached to blankets and exposed to them
played with little or no stress in a novel situation without
the mother present.

This was comparable to those children

unattached to a blanket and in the mother's presence.

The

unattached children, when left to play in a novel situation
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without the mother, displayed greater distress than the
attached children when exposed to blankets or familiar toys.
Clearly, the capacity of the blankets to provide functions
similar to those provided by the mother was evident for the
attached children.

Passman (1976) extended this study to

assess the capacity of blanket attachments to mediate stress by
examining their use in highly arousing conditions

(i.e., mother

absent in a novel environment with periodic loud noises).

In

the highly arousing situation, only the mother's presence
provided the child with reassurance.

These findings differed

from Passman and Weisberg's observations that the inanimate
attachment object alleviates distress for the child under
moderate arousal.

Apparently the attachment object's mediating

role in stressful circumstances becomes less effective under
high levels of arousal.
Passman (1977) explored the role of object attachments in
learning situations that may be stressful for the child.
Thirty children attached to blankets and 30 non-attached
children, 20 to 40 months of age, were randomly assigned to
three learning conditions.

Passman found that attached

children with their blankets and children with their mothers
present performed equally well in completing learning trials,
both showing limited distress.

Their extended performance was

superior to children who were unattached to blankets but had a
blanket present and children with no objects available.

Among

these latter children, the capacity to manage anxiety in an
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unfamiliar learning setting limited performance on discrimina
tion learning tasks.
Passman and Lautman (1982) investigated the use of
attachment objects in comparison to the mother's presence and
father's presence during psychometric testing.

Verbal respon

siveness on the Children's Apperception Test was measured among
64 young girls, 33 to 45 months of age, half of whom were
attached to objects and half of whom were not.

This was done

under test conditions where either mother, father, or attach
ment object was present and then again when they were removed.
The authors found performance to be unchanged regardless of the
presence or absence of the object attachment.
In a somewhat peripherally related study of special
inanimate object attachments, Nash, Johnson and Tipton (1979)
experimentally investigated the use of transitional objects
through the paradigm of hypnotic age regression.

They found

that hypnotically highly susceptible subjects, when compared
with control simulators, more spontaneously and intensely
related experiences with a singular special possession when a
high stress situation was suggested.

These findings, however,

were cited as evidence to support the validity of the hypnotic
age regression phenomena, and were not considered from the
perspective of a transitional object investigation.

Summary
Since Winnicott introduced the concept of the transitional
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object, investigators have, to varying degrees, attempted to
systematically assess aspects of the phenomena in an objective
fashion.

Most studies of transitional objects involve surveys

of various populations delineating such features as the onset,
prevalance, and situations in which special attachments are
used.

Others have attempted to identify correlates of object

use or have experimentally assessed the functional properties
of the attachment object for the young child.

While

transitional objects are considered common and healthy forms of
adaptation at the present time, there still remains no clear
empirical picture regarding the array of constitutional,
predispositional, and characterological factors that account
for their formation and use.

Alternate Perspectives and Critiques
Winnicott's formulations of the third area of life have
been expanded and applied to a vast array of psychological
concepts ranging from early development through experiences in
adult life (see other reviews by Barkin, 1978; Hong, 1978).
Most writers, particularly the psychoanalytic investigators,
are in agreement with the dimension Winnicott developed on the
transitional object and transitional phenomena.

This review

now proposes alternate positions regarding inanimate object
attachments as well as some critical examinations of these
phenomena.
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Among behavioral theorists, only Bijou and Baer (1965)
attempted to explain the blanket attachments of young chil
dren.

According to these authors, the blanket gains importance

through its repeated pairing with such positive reinforcing
stimuli as tactile contact, warmth, and sleep.

The object is

viewed as becoming reinforcing in itself through the pairing
process and can be thought of as a "generalized reinforcer. "
Bowlby (1969) viewed the early object attachments of the
infant and young child from the perspective of ethological
attachment theory.

Bowlby considered the child's attachment to

an inanimate object as representing a substitute form of
attachment when the mother is unavailable.

He referred to the

inanimate object as a "substitute object" and attributed no
further significance to it.
Lorenzer and Orban (1978), both socialization theorists,
raised objections to some of W i n n i c o t t 's premises regarding the
intermediate area of experience.

These authors found the

position that the transitional object emerges from a phase of
undifferentiated self and other as rather untenable to sup
port.

They have stated,
...to speak of the first possession which does not
belong to the self is inadmissable.
All these
assumptions overlook the basic problem that "sub
jects" are produced within social processes.
They
also overlook the fact that "self" cannot exist
before the infantile organism comes to terms with the
society into which it is born. (p. 472)
This position challenges Winnicott's concept of primary

subjectivity, particularly as it is viewed as leading to
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objectivity and reality adaptation.

Lorenzer and Orban

alternatively proposed the following:
...for one thing there is no such thing as "pure
subjectivity" from which we proceed to objectivity.
Instead, the development of subjectivity runs
parallel to the development of an external world...
We can speak of an infant's subjectivity only after
an external world has developed, when the original
presubjective, organismic nondifferentiation has been
differentiated, through a long developmental process,
into self representations on the one hand and
object-representations on the other, (p. 472-472)
The emphasis of Lorenzer and Orb a n 's position is in regard
to the developmental process of socialization.

Socialization

is proposed as proceeding from an undifferentiated motherinfant unit to the development of an inside and outside,
and other, via "real" interactions.

self

They do not accept the

supposition of an early pre-existing subjective state from
which reality is ultimately negotiated.

The transitional

object's use in development is therefore viewed as part of
early presymbolic development, but it is not believed to emerge
from a primary subjective state.
Flew (1978), a rationalist philosopher, took exception to
Winnicott's emphasis on illusion as the substrate of reality
adaptation and experience across the cultural domain.

He felt

such an assertion places the realm of creative and religious
experience on a continuum with psychopathology and delusion.
Flew found this to be ungrounded based upon the available
evidence to support the position.

There must be more extensive

investigation prior to applying the concept to so wide an area
of human experience.

Flew stated,

78
I believe that, in spreading this net for transition
al phenomena much too widely much too soon, Winnicott
made a mistake of a sort which has been characteris
tic of psychoanalytic theory from its earliest days.
(p. 491)
Moreover, Flew found the tendency to suggest causal links
between childhood use of an object and adult creative experi
ence as unjustified at the present time.

He urged that

investigators more thoroughly define their concepts and develop
methodologies to begin testing aspects of the theory.
Flarsheim (1978) reponded to some of Flew's arguments.
Flarsheim regarded Flew's basic opposition to Winnicott's
position as stemming from his philosophical perspective which
has neglected important notions of developmental processes.
The transitional object, according to Flarsheim, must be viewed
along the "continuum from autoeroticism through narcissism to
object relatedness"

(p. 506).

It is along this developmental

line that the transitional object concept has been found to
have important clinical relevance in understanding childhood
and adult functioning.
Flarsheim also addressed Flew's contention that Winni
cott 's illusion concept denotes a distortion of reality.
Flarsheim asserted that Winnicott did not imply such a
formulation, but rather referred to illusion as an "expanded
perception in which primary and secondary process both take
part"

(p. 508).

He further stated,

Illusion, in this sense, is necessary for emotionally
meaningful contact with the outside world, and
therefore becomes a precondition for ego development,
integration and maturation, (p. 509)
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In reviewing Flew's critique, Flarsheim favorably acknow
ledged his close scrutiny of the transitional object concept.
He regarded critical analysis of this sort as promoting
necessary reexamination of various assumptions that can all too
readily be routinely accepted.
Elmhirst (1980), a psychoanalyst, considered the rapid
expansion and application of Winnicott's transitional phenomena
as extending beyond the actual propositions Winnicott offered.
Like Flew (1978), she felt that, for practical as well as
scientific reasons, more intensive efforts to confirm Winni
cott's concepts need to be encouraged.

She suggested that a

productive first step would be to limit the study and applica
bility of the phenomena to the more observable transitional
object.

Elmhirst felt that the value of the concept "diminish

es" by applying Winnicott's formulations too broadly.
Brody (1980) argued that Winnicott's concepts, which are
founded upon Kleinian principles, place his assumptions on
untenable grounds.

According to Brody, the transitional object

is accepted as demonstrating very early symbolic capacities and
ego functions.

Such operations are believed capable of

managing "depressive" anxiety (which implies a well developed
awareness of other).

Based upon these assumptions, Winnicott

attributed symbolic capacities to the object which relate it to
the mother.

Brody viewed all these assumptions regarding the

use of a transitional object as being beyond the mental
capacities of the infant.

Moreover, she objected to the notion
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that illusion represents the basis for mutual experience and
reality adaptation.

This, again, assumes that complex mental

processes exist from birth or shortly thereafter.

Furthermore,

illusion, according to Brody, can only develop when "something
real or true is confused with something not real or not-true."
This can happen only after "the true and the non-true have been
perceived separately"

(p. 574).

Brody proposed an alternate viewpoint, which she felt to
be more in accordance with current understanding of infant
development.

She suggested that the transitional object can be

viewed as an extension of the infant derived from the sleeping
environment (i.e., blanket).

The "function" of the transition

al object is seen as an aid in the development of the body
boundaries.

She stated,

The longing for the TO (transitional object) may stem
from heightened wishes for skin-and-body contact,
deriving originally from an instinctual aim to
experience body boundaries... the cherished blanket is
experienced as integral to the infant's own body and
not to an aspect of the mother, (pp. 581-582)
The transitional object is seen as serving a more circum
scribed role in development.

From this perspective, it is not

so readily applied to the diverse realms of experience Winnicott has suggested.

Comments on the Literature
Winnicott's concepts of the transitional object and
transitional phenomena represent a major contribution to the
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field of psychoanalytic developmental psychology.

The meaning

and inplications of the "intermediate area" of life has added a
new dimension to the conceptualization of a broad range of
developmental, clinical, and cultural phenomena.

These

include, for example, such matters as the internalization of
psychic structure, the establishment of stable self and other
representations, as well as shared experience and creativity.
Throughout this review numerous elaborations and applica
tions of Winnicott's concepts have been presented.

While his

formulations, for the most part, have received wide attention
and acclaim, a small group of critics have taken exception to
these assumptions and principles, finding in them room for
controversy and flaw.

The most notable disagreement with

Winnicott's work arises over the fundamental issue regarding
the nature of childhood object use, namely, whether these
possessions are normal and healthy, or fetishistic and patho
logical.

Sperling (1963) and Dickes (1963, 1978), who most

stongly represent the latter position, charge that the use of
highly regarded object attachments signals a disturbance in the
mother-child relationship.

While this position is unsubstan

tiated by empirical investigation, which reveals childhood use
of special objects to be common and contraindicative of
emotional disturbance, it also reflects other problems.

First,

it includes a tendency to draw inferences and make broad inter
pretations to the general population based on the study of
vicissitudes in object use among a clinical population.
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Secondly, it signifies a conceptualization of object attachment
that is poorly defined and articulated.

While the work of

Greenacre (1969, 1970) and Bak (1974) has done much to clear up
the confusion between the fetish object and transitional
object, further research in this area is indicated, particu
larly in an attenpt to establish objective criteria to
differentiate the pathological from healthy use of inanimate
objects.
Other criticisms launched against W innicott's work suggest
that his basic premises underlying the transitional object
concept are untenable and incompatable with research in infant
development

(Brody, 1980).

"primary subjectivity",

In addition, concepts such as

"illusion", and "omnipotence", are

regarded as attributing unduly complex mental capacities to the
infant, while also defining reality acceptance and shared
experience as founded on non-reality principles
Lorenzer & Orban, 1978; Brody, 1980).

(Flew, 1978;

While these criticisms

should not be lightly dismissed, as Flarsheim (1978) pointed
out, a close examination of these reactions is indicated.

This

is particularly imperative in order to address the philosophi
cal responses to Winnicott's work which often overlook impor
tant psychoanalytic developmental concepts.

From this context

it is necessary to consider aspects of psychoanalytic theory
regarding the development of self and object representations.
This process of self and other differentiation is viewed as
emerging from a primary undifferentiated state, followed by
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stages of symbiosis and separation-individuation (Mahler et.
al. , 1975).

In Winnicott's framework this begins with a

dependent infant in the holding environment in need of adequate
maternal provision.

Through the good-enough mother's ministra

tions the infant's needs

(subjective state) come to match with

the environmental provision (objective state).

This is the

foundation for illusion, where the inner and outer worlds
overlap.

This illusion concept is often misinterpreted as a

reality distortion or delusion.

Winnicott's use of the term

implied neither, but rather a sense of continuity between
internal experience and external demands.

Moreover, from

Winnicott's perspective, self representations and awareness of
other emerge through a complex developmental sequence involving
phases of partial self and object differentiation.

Thus,

infant experience that precedes the establishment of a stable
self and object world can be viewed theoretically as containing
primary subjective qualities.
Other advantages of Winnicott's formulations are most
apparent from the applicability and relevance it has demon
strated in clinical work.

This has been amply demonstrated by

the vast and growing literature on the transitional object
concept.

As with all theoretical constructs, the usefulness of

the theory lies in its ability to offer a framework for
conceptualizing the phenomena under investigation while also
allowing room for hypotheses to be formed and predictions to be
made.

From the clinical frame of reference this has been the
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case for Winnicott's formulations of transitional objects and
transitional phenomena.

Considered from the complex nature of

human behavior, Winnicott's theory offers a multidimensional
vantage point for understanding some of the intricacies of
early development and later experience.

This theoretical

viewpoint strikingly contrasts with the rather simplistic and
parsimonious positions suggested by Bowlby (1969) and Bijou and
Baer (1965) whose explanations of the same phenomena of object
attachment are limited and unidimensional.
The vast theoretical and clinical applications of Winnicott's transitional object concept do make one pause, however,
when considering the possible overextention of the concept's
use.

This, as critics suggest (Flew, 1978), has been charac

teristic of psychoanalytic theory in general.

Elmhirst's

(1980) contention that too broad application of the phenomenon
diminishes its value, particularly when empirical investigation
is limited, is a valid one.

Emphasis on the observable

transitional object appears to be the logical place to begin
and has been the focus of most empirical studies to date.
Moreover, attempts to integrate the psychoanalytic and nonpsychoanalytic bodies of literature seem imperative in pre
senting a unified and unbiased perspective of an important
aspect of development and experience.

This writer is in

agreement with Hong (1978) who regards the psychoanalytic,
experimental, cross-cultural, and ethological studies of
transitional objects and transitional phenomena "as not

85
necessarily contradictory but actually complementary"

(p. 75).

This proposes that biological, constitutional, and environ
mental factors all need to be considered in studying the
transitional object.

Moreover, as Hong (1978) stated, in

regard to the study of the transitional object,

"the need for

and desirability of interdisciplinary collaborative efforts
among behavioral scientists of different theoretical
persuasions are paramount" (p. 76).

The Present Investigation
Although much has been written and discussed about the
significance of the transitional object and transitional
phenomena for the young child in normal and psychopathological
development, its impact is viewed as ranging far beyond infancy
and early childhood.
The use of the transitional object is believed to provide
the child with a positive means of negotiating inner life and
outer reality.

It serves as a bridge between the growing sense

of self and acceptance of the external world.

Winnicott's

concepts have been applied to the conceptualization of ego
development, the formulation of self and other representations,
the process of establishing autonomy and independence, as well
as the realm of creative experience.

Although the transitional

object is given up in childhood, access to the third area of
life continues first through the modality of play and later
through experiences in the cultural field.

Winnicott's
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formulations of the intermediate area thus have broad and
diverse relevance to issues of human development and experience.
Studies aimed at objectively assessing aspects of transi
tional objects and transitional phenomena have become more
prevalant over the years.

Most formal investigations of

transitional objects have focused either upon descriptive
features such as frequency and duration of attachments,
(variables related to object usage), or the functional proper
ties object attachments provide.

In nearly all empirical

investigations conducted to date, the emphasis has been on the
observable transitional object (e. g. , blanket, soft cloth,
stuffed animal).

The transitional phenomenon (e. g. , tune,

bedtime ritual) has been less extensively studied, and is
considered by some writers (Busch et al. , 1973? Busch, 1974) as
rather uncommon and likely to be less significant for the young
child than the tangible object attachment.

Moreover, the

transitional object has been regarded as the more important
phenomenon to be studied (Elmhirst, 1980).
The pertinent findings from the study of the transitional
object are as follows:
1.

The prevalance of inanimate object attachments
among children of western cultures often exceeds
50% (Gaddini & Gaddini, 1970; Ekecrantz & Rudhe,
1972; Busch et al. , 1973; Rudhe & Ekecrantz,
1974? Brody & Axelrod, 1978; Passman & Halonen,
1979; Sherman et al. , 1981).

2.

The duration of object attachments tends to
extend for considerable periods of time, not
uncommonly lasting into the latency period
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(Busch et al. , 197 3, Brody & Axelrod, 1978;
Sherman et al. , 1981).
3.

The use of object attachments has been found
from the cross-cultural studies to be negatively
correlated with the amount of maternal nurturance and care (Gaddini & Gaddini, 1970; Hong &
Townes, 1976).

4.

Children experiencing severe maternal depriva
tion reveal the striking absence of inanimate
object attachments (Provence & Ritvo, 1961;
Provence & Lipton, 196 2).

5.

Children most frequently develop their attach
ments during the first 12 months of life.
Attachments are also formed after the second
year although these attachments and multiple
attachments are less common (Stevenson, 1954;
Busch et al. , 1973; Ekecrantz & Rudhe, 1972;
Rudhe & Ekecrantz, 1974; Brody & Axelrod, 1978;
Passman & Halonen, 1979; Boniface & Graham,
1979; Sherman et al. , 1981).

6.

As the child matures the developmental and
adaptive functions of the object change (Gay &
Hyson, 1976; Busch & McKnight, 1977).

7.

In certain situations (moderately stressful
conditions) the use of an object attachment
serves a functional role for the child similar
to that of the mother's actual presence (Passman
& Weisberg, 1975; Passman, 1976, 1977).

8.

No consistent behavioral or emotional character
istics have been found between object-attached
children and children without attachments.
Current findings indicate greater independence
and better ability to explore novel environments
for children with object attachments (Boniface &
Graham, 1979; Passman & Weisberg, 1975).
Also
symptomatic behaviors (e. g. , compulsive ritual)
have been reported among some children whose
attachments are only relinquished well beyond
early childhood (Brody & Axelrod, 1978).
Others, however, report no differences at all
between attached and non-attached children
(Stevenson, 1954; Ekecrantz & Rudhe, 1972; Busch
et al. , 1973; Sherman et al. , 1981).
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9.

Among a population of young adults, personality
differences have been found between those who
had early object attachments and those who did
not.
The attached group revealed high tension
and anxiety characteristics while the non-attached group demonstrated characteristics of
reserve and introversion (Cohen, 1979).

10.

Among a clinical population of personality
disordered adults, there has been found an
absence of early object attachments as well as
current incapacity to experience within the
transitional sphere (Horton et al. , 1974).

Of the investigations of transitional objects to date,
there has been very limited formal or sytematic study of the
extension of transitional experience into adult life.

The

purpose of the present investigation has been first, to study
identified and defined aspects of adult experience in relation
ship to the earlier use of transitional objects.

Second, the

study has been conducted in an attempt to further establish
correlative links between adult personality traits, character
istics, and adaptive style, which bear relationship to the
earlier use of transitional objects.

Study of Transitional Experience
Based upon Winnicott's formulations, the capacity for
illusion and "creative" experience in adult life is founded
upon the use of a transitional object.

In addition, the

infant's involvement with the transitional object is likened by
Winnicott to the "preoccupation" of the child in play and as
"akin to concentration of older children and adults. " What
appears to mark this area of experience is the "near withdrawal
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state" evidenced by the individual (Winnicott, 1971, p. 51).
In the present study, a defined personality dimension termed
"absorption"

(Tellegan & Atkinson, 1974) was related to the

childhood use of transitional objects.

The nature of the

experiences subsumed under the rubric absorption describe a
state of total attention, fascination, and what Tellegan and
Atkinson (1974) referred to as "a full committment to available
perceptual, motoric, imaginative and ideational resources to a
unified representation of the attentional object"

(p. 274).

They compared the motivational-affective component involved in
this phenomenon with Fitzgerald’s (1966) concept of "openness
to experience" which reflects a "desire and readiness for
object relationships. . . that permit experiences of deep involve
ment" (p. 225).

Absorption phenomena have also been related to

hypnotic susceptibility, as well as likened to such experiences
as meditation, peak experiences, mysticism, and creativity.

It

was hypothesized in this study that those individuals having
had strong and persistent attachments to a transitional object
would demonstrate a greater capacity for absorption experiences
(as measured by the Tellegan Absorption Scale).

Those persons

who, in early childhood, did not display the involvement with a
special object were expected to reveal less capacity for
engaging in absorbtion experiences.
The relationship of absorption experience to hypnotic
susceptibility has been well documented in the literature

(As,

O'Hara & Munger, 1962; Shor & Orne, 1962; As, 1963; Fitzgerald,
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1966; Tellegan & Atkinson, 1974).

Hilgard (1974) also found

"imaginative involvement" to be a highly significant factor in
predicting hypnotic susceptibility.

This includes deep in

volvement in reading, the arts, religion, sports, as well as
the capacity for sensory stimulation and imagery.

Such in

volvement has been suggested to originate in early childhood,
while continuing in various forms throughout later experience.
Nash et. al.

(1979) found in a hypnotic age regression study a

greater capacity for high susceptible subjects to recall their
early object attachments.

This was interpreted as support for

the age regression phenomenon.

It was not determined, however,

whether there may be relationships between hypnotic suscepti
bility and early transitional object use, which could also have
accounted for these findings.
Hypnotic susceptibility has been explored in this study in
relationship to the earlier capacity to experience within the
transitional realm (as defined by the use of a transitional
object).

It was hypothesized that those individuals having had

significant early object attachments would demonstrate greater
propensity toward hypnotic susceptibility (as measured by the
Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibility).

Those persons

revealing the absence of an early transitional object attach
ment were expected to reveal less capacity for hypnotic
experience.
To explore additional aspects of adult experience in
relationship to transitional object usage, an assessment of
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personal interests, involvements, and activities was conduc
ted.

These included such endeavors as religious involvement,

club membership and participation, creative activities (e. g. ,
art, music), academic interests, and hobbies.

It was hypothe

sized that individuals having had early transitional objects,
and therefore displaying involvement in the transitional realm,
would report greater interest and involvement in these do
mains.

Those individuals revealing the absence of transitional

object usage were hypothesized to report less interest and
involvement in these areas.

Study of Personality and Adaptive Style
Winnicott proposed that the use of transitional objects in
early childhood revealed healthy adaptations to the external
world.

The capacity to experience in the transitional realm

presupposes development founded upon satisfactory early
relationships.

These experiences with the good-enough mother

facilitate the negotiation of the inner and outer worlds while
promoting healthy adaptations to the environment.

Another

focus of this investigation was to further assess various
defensive styles, adaptive strategies, and personality charac
teristics in adult life in relationship to early transitional
object usage.

In this study, defensive reaction styles were

assessed by the Controlled Repression-Sensitization Scale
(Handal, 1973; Orlofsky, 1976).

It was hypothesized that

individuals having had early transitional objects would
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demonstrate less repressive defensive operations.

Rather, it

was predicted that these persons would reveal tendencies toward
the use of arousal operations in coping with threatening
situations.

This would be demonstrated by elevation in the

sensitization direction of the scale.

It was also hypothesized

that individuals not having adopted the use of a transitional
object would be expected to demonstrate a more repressive
defensive style.
To measure additional features of defensiveness, the
Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale was implemented
(Crowne & Marlowe, 1964).

This was to assess aspects of

response bias due to social desirability.

It was hypothesized

that individuals having used childhood transitional objects
would demonstrate more openness and less tendency to conform or
present themselves favorably.

Alternately, individuals who did

not use early transitional objects would present themselves
more cautiously and be more guarded.
Personality traits characteristic of individuals with
prior transitional object attachments as well as individuals
without such attachments have been reported on standardized
personality instruments (Cohen, 1979).

High Tension and

Anxiety traits, as measured by the 16 Personality Factor
Questionnaire (Cattell, Eber & Tatsuoka, 1970) have been shown
to be highly correlated with early transitional object usage.
Among individuals without these early attachments, characteris
tics of Reserve and Introversion were found.

The 16 PF will be
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used in attempt to replicate these previous findings.

In

addition, another measure of anxiety was assessed to further
clarify the meaning of the tension/anxiety finding of the
16PF.

For this purpose, the Spielberger Trait Anxiety Inven

tory was employed (Spielberger, Gorsuch & Lushene, 1968) which
measures stable differences in anxiety reactions among
non-psychiatric populations.

It was hypothesized that those

persons who earlier used transitional objects would demonstrate
high elevations on the anxiety indices.

Those persons not

having had early transitional object attachments were predicted
to reveal lower scores on those measures.
The final assessment tool that was implemented in this
study is the Adjective Checklist (Gough & Heilbrun, 1965).
This was used to further articulate personality character
istics.

The instrument provides such measure through self

description.

It was hypothesized that individuals having

demonstrated the capacity to experience within the transitional
realm (as defined by the prior use of transitional objects)
would describe themselves in terms reflecting adventurousness,
spontaneity, inventiveness, and artistic qualities.

Those

individuals not having had early involvements were predicted to
describe themselves in terms reflecting inhibition, reserva
tion, and conventionality.

CHAPTER II
METHOD

Subjects

The subjects for this study were 121 undergraduate
students (57 male, 64 female) enrolled in Introductory and
Developmental Psychology courses.

These participants were

selected from 433 subjects (165 male, 268 female) who completed
a 10-item questionnaire (appendix A) designed to explore the
nature of special inanimate object attachments they may or may
not have had as small children.

The questionnaire focused upon

descriptive qualities of the object, situations in which it was
used, special qualities it had, and general adaptive functions
it provided.

In answering the questionnaire,

310 persons (115

male, 195 female), or 71.6%, reported some sort of early
attachment, while 123 (50 male,

73 female), or 28.4%, reported

no such early object attachments.

Of the 121 subjects selected

for the purposes of this investigation,

76 (36 male, 40 female)

reported strong, persistant, and significant attachments to an
inanimate object as children.

Forty-five (21 male, 24 female)

reported no object attachments.
To confirm the accuracy of the retrospective accounts of
the subjects regarding their early attachments to inanimate
objects as children a similar questionnaire (appendix B) was
sent to the subjects' parents.
sent to parents,

From the 121 questionnaires

113 (93.4%) were completed and returned.
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The
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screening process of subject selection and group assignment was
thus based upon a combination of self- and parental-reports.
Four groups were formed from this information based upon the
following criteria (similar to those proposed by Busch, et.
a l ., 1973):
Primary Transitional Object Group:

This group consisted

of those persons indicating a strong, singular attachment
to a particular object that occurred early in life, during
the first year, and persisted for at least 1 year (often
considerably longer).

These individuals often reported

elaborate accounts of loved objects that were highly
treasured and affectionately and nostalgically remem
bered.

They frequently had special qualities

(eg.

softness, smell) that served important supportive and
soothing functions.
Secondary Transitional Object Group:

This group consisted

of persons indicating a strong, singular attachment to an
inanimate object but which occurred during the third year
of life and persisted for at least 1 year.

Again these

reports involved descriptions of highly prized possessions
which were affectionately and nostalgically remembered.
They also had special qualities (eg. softness, smell) that
served inportant supportive and soothing functions.
No Transitional Object Group:

This group was composed of

individuals revealing no clear attachments as those
described above.
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Repression Group;

This group consisted of individuals

initially in the No Transitional Object Group based upon
self reports alone, but reports from parental question
naires indicated significant object attachments as
described above.
In the final analysis 83 subjects were divided among these
4 groups.

The Primary Transitional Object Group was composed

of 34 persons (15 male, 19 female).

The mean onset of attach

ment in this group was 7.3 months, with the attachment duration
averaging 52 months.

The Secondary Transitional Object Group

included 9 persons (4 male, 5 female).

Attachments were formed

for this group at 28.7 months and were retained on the average
for 62.7 months.

The Repression Group included 13 persons (7

male, 6 female).

Attachments among this group occurred at 10.8

months and had a mean duration of 33.9 months.

The No Transi

tional Object Group included 27 persons (12 male, 15 female).
The remaining 38 subjects initially selected were not included
in the final analysis due to the absence of parental reports or
due to incongruities between self-reports and reports by the
parents.

Measures

Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibility (Form A ) .

The

Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibility (HGSHS) is an
adapted form of the individually administered Stanford Hypnotic
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Susceptibility Scale (Form A) for administration to groups.
This instrument measures hypnotic susceptibility through
self-report on a 12-item scale which requires each subject to
judge whether or not they responded to the various suggestions
presented.

The norms for the HGSHS have proven to be highly

consistant with those found on the individual Stanford Scale
(Shor & Orne, 1962).

Tellegan Absorption Scale.

The Tellegan Absorption Scale (TAS)

is a 34-item true-false, self-report questionnaire.

The scale

is the product of a factor analytic investigation of various
content areas that have been demonstrated to be related to
hypnotic susceptibility.

The trait characteristic of

"absorption" measured by this instrument may be viewed as
reflecting a capacity for "total attention" or involvement with
an object in awareness

(Tellegan Sc Atkinson,

Controlled Repression-Sensitization Scale.

1974).

The Controlled

Repression-Sensitization Scale (CR-S) is composed of 30
true-false items selected from Byrne's Revised-RepressionSensitization Scale (RR-S).

The CR-S is a shortened version of

the RR-S that has been controlled for social desirability and
acquiesence.

This has been accomplished by selecting items

neutrally rated for social desirability which are half keyed
true and half keyed false.

The CR-S and RR-S have proven to be

highly correlated (Handal, 1973).

The CR-S like the RR-S and
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the original Repression-Sensitization Scale (R-S), developed by
Byrne, measure defensive reaction styles to threatening stimuli
(Orlofsky, 1976).

Spielberger Trait Anxiety Inventory.

The Spielberger Trait

Anxiety Inventory (TAI) consists of 20 self report items that
measure a trait anxiety dimension originally developed for
non-psychiatric populations.

The TAI statements ask the

respondent to describe how they "generally" feel.

As defined

by this instrument, trait anxiety measures rather stable
individual differences among persons in their reactions to
threatening situations

(Spielberger, et. al., 1968).

Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale.

The Marlowe-Crowne

Social Desirability Scale (SDS) is composed of 33 true-false
items.

This instrument is designed to measure how an individ

ual's responses to personality indices or to questions re
garding oneself is influenced by social approval (Crowne &
Marlowe, 1964).

Adjective Checklist.

The Adjective Checklist (ACL) consists of

300 adjectives used for self-description.
scales or indices are produced.

From the ACL 24

The scales have been formed

from clusters of words that tend to correlate with each other
and covary with a defined criterion or outside referent (Gough
& Heilbrun,

1965).

99

Sixteen Personality Factor Questionnaire Form A .

The Sixteen

Personality Factor Questionnaire (16PF) is a personality
inventory consisting of 187 items.

The 16PF produces 16

primary personality factors and 4 second-order factors which
are composed from the primary factors.

The questionnaire is

based upon extensive factor analytic research and provides
accurate and valid indices of a broad range of personality
traits (Cattell, et. al., 1970).

Behavioral Questionnaire.

To assess aspects of individual's

interests and activities, a 10-item questionnaire was con
structed for this study.

The questionnaire focused attention

upon specific involvements, hobbies, activities, religious
affiliations, and personal pursuits.

The reports were rated in

a categorical fashion.

Parental Questionnaire.

This 10-item questionnaire was sent to

parents of subjects participating in this study as a means to
confirm self reports regarding transitional object attachments
or their absence.

In addition,

2 questions were posed to

parents requiring them to describe their children in terms of
temperament and outgoingness.

Procedure

The 121 subjects selected for this study, based upon their
self reports of early object attachments, completed various
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psychometric instruments.

In addition, a parental question

naire was sent to the parents of each of these subjects.
The actual test administration occurred in groups in
volving from 8 to 17 individuals.

Each group was loosely

matched for sex and object attachment, with a total of nine
groups formed.

The data collection occurred during evening

sessions which were approximately 3 hours in duration.

The

order of test presentation was the same at each administration
which was as follows:

Controlled Repression-Sensitization

Scale, Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale; Tellegan
Absorption Scale; Speilberger Trait Anxiety Inventory? Adjec
tive Checklist; Behavioral Questionnaire? Sixteen Personality
Factor Questionnaire; and Harvard Group Scale of Hynotic
Susceptibility.
The standardized instructions for each scale and test were
presented in written form for each subject.

In addition, the

directions were read aloud by the test administrator to further
ensure that the test materials were fully understood.

CHAPTER III
RESULTS

The various instruments, measures, and tests implemented
in this study have produced a large number of variables for
consideration in the statistical analysis.

Consequently, a

multivariate analysis, specifically multiple regression, was
employed to determine the contributions of these independent
variables to the variation in the dependent variable,
transitional object attachment.

Regression equations were

constructed based upon the relationship of various sets of
independent variables to each other.

The dependent variable,

in turn, represented group membership (e. g. attached vs.
non-attached) and was coded in a dichotomous fashion.

Under

these conditions each multiple regression analysis is
equivalent to a discriminant function analysis.

Hypnotic Susceptibility and Absorption Variables

The Harvard Group Scale of Hypnotic Susceptibility and the
Telleqan Absorption Scale were used to assess aspects of adult
experience in relation to the earlier capacity to engage the
transitional realm.

These identified measures assess dimen

sions defined as experiences of deep involvement.

The capacity

to engage onself in such experiences descriptively bears a
resemblance to the experiences which characterize the transi
tional sphere.

In an attenpt to objectively measure correlates
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of transitional experience, relationships were analyzed between
the hypnotic susceptibility/absorption factors and the depen
dent variable, transitional object attachment.

Included in the

dependent measure were the Primary Transitional Object Group
and the No Transitional Object Group.

A 2-variable regres

sion equation was constructed to determine any major effects
based upon object attachment.
The analysis produced a squared multiple R explaining only
1. 81% of the variance in the dependent variable.
cant effects were found (see table 1).

No signifi

Similarly, when the

Secondary Transitional Object Group and the Repression Group
were individually compared with the Primary Transitional Object
Group and No Transitional Object Group as dependent variables,
no significant effects were produced.
Table 1
Multiple Regression Predicting Transitional Object
Attachment from Hypnotic Susceptibility
and Absorption Variables
Source

df

SS

MS

F

HGSHS
TAS
ERROR
(Residual)

1
1
58

.03898
. 03173

.03898
.03173

. 15
. 91

TOTAL SS = 15.04918

R 2 = . 0181

E
n. s.
n. s.

P < . n. s.

Activities and Interests Variables

The 10-item Behavioral Questionnaire was designed for this
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study to explore a range of activities and interests encom
passing such areas, for example, as those of the academic,
artistic, musical, and social domains.

These were examined in

relationship to the dependent measure, object attachment.

The

reports and responses were rated in a categorical fashion for
the analysis to obtain a qualitative impression of such experi
ences.

A 10-variable, multiple-regression equation was

constructed to assess the amount of variance that could be
accounted for in the dependent variable which included the
Primary Transitional Object Group and the No Transitional
Object Group.

The analysis produced a squared multiple R

responsible for only 6. 25% of the variance in the dependent
variable.

No significant effects were found (see table 2).
Table 2

Multiple Regression Predicting Transitional Object
Attachment from Reported Activities, Interests and Pursuits

Source
Academics
Sports
Clubs
Music
Art
Hobbies
Church
Social
Pet
Other
Error (Residual)
Total SS = 15. 049

SS

df
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

. 2545
. 2610
. 0781
. 0112
. 0880
. 0005
. 2462
. 1274
. 0316
. 0041

MS

F

. 2545
. 2610
. 0781
. 0112
. 0880
. 0005
. 2462
. 1274
. 0316
. 0041

. 90
. 93
. 28
. 04
. 31
. 00
.87
. 45
. 11
. 01

E
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.

50
R 2 = .0625

E < n. s.
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When the Secondary Transitional Object Group and the Repression
Group were individually compared with the Primary Transitional
Object Group and No Transitional Object Group still no
significant effects were revealed.

Personality Variables

The Sixteen Personality Factor Questionnaire was
administered to assess aspects of personality and character
style related to the presence or absence of transitional object
attachments.
from the 16PF.

Two sets of personality variables are produced
The first set is composed of 16 primary scales,

while the second set consists of 4 second order variables which
are made up from combinations of the primary 16.

In the

analysis, separate regression equations were constructed for
both the primary and secondary factors.
The analysis of the 16 primary scales produced a squared
multiple R that accounted for 31.31% of the variance in the
dependent variable including the Primary Transitional Object
Group and No Transitional Object Group.

A significant effect

was found on the Tough-minded (harria) vs. Tender-minded
(presmia) factor (F = 6.33, £ < .014).

The remaining 15

factors did not add significantly to the predictive power of
the equation (see table 3).
In examining the means for the Primary Transitional Object
Group and No Transitional Object Group on the Tough-minded vs.
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Table 3
Multiple Regression Predicting Transitional Object
Attachment from Sixteen Personality Factors

Source

df

SS

MS

F

E

Reserved (Sizothymia)
vs. Outgoing
(Affectothymia)

1

.01282

.01282

0. 05

n. s.

Less Intelligent (lower
scholastic mental capa
city) vs. more intelli
gent (higher scholastic
mental capacity)

1

. 34543

.34543

1. 47

n. s.

Affected by feelings
(lower ego strength) vs.
Emotionally stable
(higher ego strength)

1

.08873

.08873

0. 38

n. s.

1
Humble (submissiveness)
vs. Assertive (dominance)

.27017

.27017

1. 15

n. s.

1
Sober (desurgency) vs.
Happy-go-lucky (surgency)

.00260

.00260

0. 01

n. s.

Expedient (weaker super
ego strength) vs. Con
scientious (stronger
superego strength)

1

.07015

.07015

0. 30

n. s.

Shy (threctia) vs.
Venturesome (parmia)

1

. 08273

.08273

0. 35

n. s.

Tough-minded (harria) vs.
Tender-minded (presmia)

1

1. 48630

1. 48630

6. 33

. 014

Trusting (alaxia) vs.
Suspicious (protention)

1

.23125

.23125

0. 98

n. s.

Practical (pravernia)
vs. Imaginative (autia)

1

.27542

.27542

1. 17

n. s.

Forthright (artlessness)
vs. Shrewd (shrewdness)

1

.05231

.05231

0. 22

n. s.

Table 3 (continued)

Source

df

SS

MS

F

E

Placid (untroubled ade
quacy) vs. Apprehensive
(guilt proness)

1

.05211

.05211

0. 22

n. s.

Conservative (conserva
tism) vs. Experimenting
(radicalism)

1

.17711

.17711

0. 75

n. s.

Group-dependent (group
1
adherence) vs. Self-suf
ficient (self-sufficiency)

.00173

.00173

0. 01

n. s.

Undisciplined Self Con
flict (low integration)
vs. Controlled (high
self concept control)

1

.00097

.00097

0. 04

n. s.

Relaxed (low ergic
tension) vs. Tense
(high ergic tension)

1

.25097

. 25097

1. 07

n. s.

Error (residual)

44

TOTAL SS = 15. 04918

R 2 = .3131

P < n. s.

Tender-minded Factor, it was found that the No Transitional
Object Group deviated from the norm on that factor.

This was

found to be in the Tough-minded direction (see table 4).
When the Secondary Transitional Object Group and the
Repression Group were compared individually with the Primary
Transitional Object Group and No Transitional Object Group no
further significant effects were revealed from the analysis of
the independent variables.
From the regression equation containing the 4 second order
predictor variables, a squared multiple R was produced, which
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accounted for 14. 75% of the variance.

Significance was found

on the Tender-minded emotionality vs. Tough Poise Factor
(F = 5.83, £ < .017).

The remaining 3 second order variables

did not add significantly to the predictive power of the
equation (see table 5).
Inspection of the means for the Primary Transitional
Object Group and the No Transitional Object Group on the
significant second order factor revealed the No Transitional
Object Group to deviate from the norm.

This was found in the

Tough Poise direction (see table 6).

Table 4
Means and Standard Deviations
for Primary Transitional Object Group and No Transitional
Object Group on Significant Personality Factor

Factor

Population Parameters*

Tough minded
(harria)
vs. Tender minded
(presnia)

Mean
SD

11. 6 7
4. 20

Groups**
PTO
NTO
12. 47
4. 50

9. 11
3. 98

♦Population Parameters, College Students, Males and Females,
Form A (based on 20 years; N = 4272)
**PT0 = Primary Transitional Object Group
NTO = No Transitional Object Group
No further significant effects were found on the second
order measures when the Secondary Transitional Object Group and
Repression Group were each analyzed in comparison to the
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Table 5
Multiple Regression Predicting Transitional Object
Attachment from Four Second Order Personality Variables
Source

df

SS

MS

F

E

Introversion vs.
Extroversion

1

.28747

.28747

1. 25

n. s.

Low Anxiety vs.
High Anxiety

1

. 55336

. 55336

2. 42

n. s.

Tender-minded Emotion
ality vs. Tough Poise

1

1. 33474

1. 33474

5. 83

. 017

Subduedness vs.
Independence

1

0. 61973

0. 61973

2. 71

n. s.

56

Error (Residual)
TOTAL SS = 15. 0491

R 2 = .1475

E < . 0587

Table 6
Means for the Primary Transitional Object Group
and No Transitional Object Group on
Significant Second Order Personality Factor
Groups**
Factor___________Population Parameters*_____________PTO_______ NTO
Tenderminded
Emotionality vs.
Tough Poise

Mean
SD

5. 5
2. 0

5. 87
1. 72

6. 67
1. 75

*Population Parameters, College Students, Males and Females,
Form A (based on 20 years; N = 4272)
**PT0 = Primary Transitional Object Group
NTO = No Transitional Object Group
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Primary Transitional Object Group and No Transitional Object
Group.
Previous findings (Cohen, 1979) using the 16PF delineating
personality correlates between a defined Transitional Object
Group and No Transitional Object Group did not immediately
appear to replicate the present multiple regression analysis of
the first and second order factors.

In examining the means,

though, for the Reserved (sizothymia) vs. Outgoing
(affectothymia) factor and the Relaxed (low ergic tension) vs.
Tense (high ergic tension) factor —

both first order variables

which had earlier revealed highly significant difference
between groups —

the Primary Transitional Object Group was

found to produce scores as were previously reported.
not the case for the No Transitional Object Group.

This was
On the

Relaxed vs. Tense factor, the Primary Transitional Object Group
significantly deviated from the norm in the Tense direction
(z = 3.78, £ < .0001).

The Secondary Transitional Object Group

was also found to reveal a significant effect on this factor in
the Tense direction (z = 2.85, £ < .002).

It was a slight but

non-significant elevation by the No Transitional Object Group
on that same factor that resulted in this effect not
manifesting itself in the regression analysis (see table 7).
On the second order factor, Low Anxiety vs. High Anxiety,
the Primary Transitional Object Group again also demonstrated a
significant effect in High Anxiety direction (z = 3.09,
£ < .001).

Again this effect was also found for the Secondary
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Table 7
Means and Standard Deviations
for Primary, Secondary, and No Transitional
Object Groups on First Order Personality Factors

Factor

Population*
Parameters

PTO

Groups**
STO NTO

TO

Groups***
NTO

Mean
SD

10.93
3.45

11.00

9.22
2.48

10.29
4.36

10.32
2.75

Mean
Relaxed (low ergic
SD
tension) vs. Tense
(high ergic tension)

13.43
4.81

16.55 18.00
4.79 3.46

14.66
4.72

17.21 12.50
3.24
3.78

Reserved (sizothymia) vs.
Outgoing
(affectomania)

3.55

7.61
2.59

* Population Parameters, College Students, Males and Females,
Form A (based on 20 years; N = 4292)
** PTO = Primary Transitional Object Group
STO = Secondary Transitional Object Group
NTO = No Transitional Object Group
*** Means and Standard Deviation for Groups as found by Cohen
(1979)
TO = Transitional Object Group
NTO = No Transitional Object Group

Transitional Object Group (z = 1.99, p < .02).

These effects

were similarly not found in the multiple regression analysis
due to a non-significant elevation by the No Transitional
Object Group in the High Anxiety direction (see table 8).

Self-Description Adjectives

The Adjective Checklist was employed to assess the
relationship between self description and early object attach-
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Table 8
Means for Primary,
Secondary, and No Transitional Object Groups
for Second Order Personality Factors
Population*
Parameters

Factor

PTO

Groups**
STO NTO

TO

Groups***
NTO

Introversion vs.
Extroversion

Mean
SD

5. 50
2. 00

5. 72
1. 94

5. 65
1. 40

5. 31
1. 72

5. 85

4. 60

Low Anxiety vs.
High Anxiety

Mean
SD

5. 50
2. 00

6. 56
1. 86

6. 83
2. 00

6. 08
1. 95

6. 62

5. 34

* Population Parameters, College Students, Males and Females,
Form A (based on 20 years; N = 4292)
** PTO = Primary Transitional Object Group
STO = Secondary Transitional Object Group
NTO = No Transitional Object Group
*** Means and Standard Deviation for Groups as found by Cohen
(1979)
TO = Transitional Object Group
NTO = No Transitional Object Group

ment.

The ACL is composed of 24 variables produced from

intercorrelated clusters of adjectives.
A multiple regression equation was constructed with these
24 independent variables to determine their relationship to the
dependent variable, which included the Primary Transitional
Object Group and the No Transitional Object Group.

The

analysis of the 24-variable equation produced a squared
multiple R, accounting for 42. 95% of the variance in the
dependent variable (see table 9).
found on the variables Self-Control

Significant effects were
(F = 4.98, £ < .031) and
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Table 9
Multiple Regression Predicting Transitional Object
Attachment from Self Description Variables
Source
No. Checked
Defensiveness
No. Favorable Adj.
checked
No. Unfavorable Adj.
checked
Self-Confidence
Self-Control
Lability
Personal Adjustment
Achievement
Dominance
Endurance
Order
Intraception
Nurturance
Affiliation
Heterosexuality
Exhibition
Autonomy
Aggression
Change
Succorance
Abasement
Deference
Counseling Readiness
Error (Residual)
TOTAL SS = 15. 0491

df

SS

MS

F

E

1
1

. 2874
. 7716

. 2874
. 7716

1. 21
3. 24

n. s.
n. s.

1
1

. 0019
. 4173

. 0019
. 4173

0. 01
1. 75

n. s.
n. s.

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

. 4861
1. 1879
. 0601
. 5399
. 6499
. 0423
. 6123
. 0191
. 4198
. 7453
. 0248
. 4558
. 0012
. 4370
. 0956
1. 1230
. 1937
. 4475
. 0166
. 0180

. 4861
1. 1849
. 0601
. 5399
. 6499
. 0423
. 6123
. 0191
. 4198
. 7453
. 0248
. 4558
. 0012
.4370
. 0956
1. 1230
. 1937
.4475
. 0166
. 0180

2. 04
4. 98
0. 2 5
2. 26
2. 7 3
0. 18
2. 5 7
0. 08
1. 76
3. 13
0. 10
1. 91
0. 01
1. 83
0. 40
4. 71
0. 81
1. 88
0. 07
0. 08

n. s.
. 031
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
. 034
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.
n. s.

36
R 2 = . 4295

Change (F = 4. 71, p < . 034).

jd

< n. s.

Inspection of the means for these

variables revealed no apparent directional differences,
indicating that the effects of these variables were concealed
by the remaining variables and only demonstrate significant
differences when the other variables were partialled out in the
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regression analysis.

Consequently, the Beta weights of these

variables were examined to determine which group accounted for
these significant effects.

From the inspection of the Beta

weights, it was revealed that the Primary Transitional Object
Group scored in the positive direction on these variables.
The inclusion of the Secondary Transitional Object Group
and the Repression Group as dependent variables in individual
comparisons with the Primary Transitional Object Group and No
Transitional Object Group did not reveal further significant
effects.

Parent-Reported Personality Descriptions

The parental questionnaires used for confirmation of
subject's self reports of early object attachments also
included two questions requiring parents to describe their
child's interpersonal style.

These included an assessment of

the child's temperament when younger and the child's present
social demeanor in terms of an outgoing-reserved dimension.
These responses were categorically coded and analyzed in a
multiple regression analysis.

The 2-variable equation

predicting Primary Transitional Object Attachment - No Transi
tional Object Attachment (see table 10) produced a squared
multiple R accounting for 19.58% of the variance.

Significance

was found on the outgoing-reserved item (F = 13.92, p <
.0004).

Inspection of the means revealed the No Transitional
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Table 10
Multiple Regression Predicting Transitional Object
Attachment from Reported Personality Descriptions
df

Source
Early Temperament
Outgoing-Reserved
Error (Residual)
TOTAL SS = 15. 049

1
1

SS

MS

F

.00796
2. 90505

.00796
2. 90505

£

0. 04
13. 92

n. s.
0. 0004

58
£ < . 0018

R 2 = . 1958

Table 11
Means for the Primary Transitional Object Group,
Secondary Transitional Object Group, Repression Group
and No Transitional Object Group on Parental
Reported Outgoing-Reserved Description

PTO

Factor
Outgoing vs.

*PTO
STO
RG
NTO

=
=
=
=

Reserved

2. 32

STO
2. 3 3

RG
2. 23

NTO
1.50

Primary Transitional Object Group
Secondary Transitional Object Group
Repression Group
No Transitional Object Group

Object Group to be described as more outgoing.

This was also

characteristic of the No Transitional Object Group when
compared with the Secondary Transitional Object Group and the
Repression Group (see table 11).

In the multiple regression

analyses predicting differences between the No Transitional
Object Group and the Secondary Transitional Object Group a
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significant effect was found (F = 6.45, £ < .01), as was the
case between the No Transitional Object Group and the Repres
sion Group (F = 7.67, £ < .008).

Social Desirability, Trait Anxiety and
Repression-Sensitization Variables

The Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale, the Spielberger Trait Anxiety Inventory, and the Controlled Repres
sion-Sensitization Scale were used to measure dimensions of
defensiveness, reactions to threatening stimuli, and responses
influenced by social approval.

These aspects of personality or

character style have been examined in relation to the adaptive
characteristics that may be connected with the formation or
absence of early object attachments.

The dependent measure

included the Primary Transitional Object Group and the No
Transitional Object Group.

A 3-variable regression equation

was constructed including the social desirability, trait
anxiety, and repression-sensitization variable to determine any
major effects based upon object attachment.
The analysis produced a squared multiple R accounting for
only 5.18% of the variance in the dependent variable.
significant effects were found (see table 12).

No

Similarly, when

the Secondary Transitional Object Group and the Repression
Group were included as dependent measures in independent
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comparisons with the Primary Transitional Object Group and No
Transitional Object Group, no significant effects were found.

Table 12
Multiple Regression Predicting Transitional Object
Attachment from Social Desirability,
Trait Anxiety, and Repression-Sensitization

Source

df

SS

MS

F

E

CR-S

1

.00083

.00083

0. 00

n. s.

TAI

1

.14369

. 14369

0. 57

n. s.

SDS

1

.69404

.69404

2. 77

n. s.

Error (Residual)

57

R 2 = . 0518

p < n. s.

CHAPTER IV
DISCUSSION

In the present investigation, aspects of adult personality
and experience were objectively defined and measured in
relation to the childhood use of transitional objects.
Information regarding early attachment to inanimate objects was
obtained through self- and parental-reports to questionnaires
which were designed to survey parameters of object use.
Attachment was operationally defined for four comparison groups
included in the study (Primary Transitional Object Group,
Secondary Transitional Object Group, Repression Group, No
Transitional Object Group).

The Primary Transitional Object

Group and the No Transitional Object Group were the initial
focus of the analysis in order to determine relationships
between childhood use of a transitional object and aspects of
psychological functioning.

The Primary Transitional Object

Group, as defined in this study, included individuals with
early treasured inanimate object attachments that most closely
resembled Winnicott's "true" transitional object (Stevenson,
1954; Busch et. al., 1973; Busch, 1974), while the No Transi
tional Object Group included individuals with no special
attachments.

The Secondary Transitional Object Group and the

Repression Group were subsequently included in the analysis to
determine any further effects that may be associated with
variations in attachment onset, use, and function.
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The results of the study demonstrated specific personality
characteristics and traits (from the 16PF and ACL) that were
significantly related both to the use of a primary transitional
object and to the absence of an early attachment object.

In

addition, individuals having used secondary transitional
objects revealed characteristics on the 16PF similar to those
shown by individuals with primary transitional object attach
ments.

Individuals in the Repression Group, however,

revealed

no significant pattern of findings.
Two sets of variables were found to be related to the
presence of childhood primary transitional object attachments.
These included the Tension (high ergic tension) and High
Anxiety factors of the 16PF, and the Change and Self-Control
variables of the ACL.
The Tension factor of the 16PF has been reported as
indicating impatience, irritability, and worry.

Persons

revealing elevations on this scale are described as easily
frustrated, driven, and overwrought.

This factor has been

interpreted as "undischarged drive."

Individuals high on this

scale endorsed items that reflect admissions of tension,
difficulty calming down,

low tolerance for criticism, open

expression of feelings, ease in being angered, and inability to
hold back remarks (Cattell et. al., 1970; Karson & O'Dell,
1976).

This first order Tension factor of the 16PF represents

one of the variables that loads on the second order High
i

Anxiety factor, which was also found to be significant in the
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study.

The High Anxiety Factor is typically viewed as a

measure of trait anxiety.

This factor has been suggested to

depict dissatifaction and inability to manage demands of one's
environment.

Other loadings that contribute to the High

Anxiety factor are Low Ego Strength, Suspiciousness, Guilt
Proneness, and Low Integration (Cattell et. al., 1970; Karson &
O'Dell, 1976).

None of these additional factors, however,

significantly contributed to the High Anxiety elevation.
The first and second order findings on the 16PF for the
Primary Transitional Object Group supported the findings of an
earlier investigation of personality characteristics related to
childhood use of inanimate objects (Cohen, 1979).

While only

one transitional object group was defined in the previous
investigation,

this group closely matched the Primary Transi

tional Object Group of the current study.

The inclusion of a

defined Secondary Transitional Object Group in the current
study revealed significant relationships on the 16PF.

The

Secondary Transitional Object Group was found to perform
comparably to the Primary Group on both the first order Tension
factor and second order High Anxiety factor.
The remaining set of variables that demonstrated relation
ships to the Primary Transitional Object Group was the Change
and Self-Control dimensions of the ACL.

The Change variable

has been defined as interest in seeking novelty and variety in
one's experience while also eschewing routine and repetition.
Individuals scoring high on this variable are characterized as
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being confident, and often seeking challenges.
compose the scale include, for example,

Items that

such adjectives as

adaptable, adventurous, enthusiastic, fickle, impulsive,
independent, restless, spontaneous, unconventional (Gough &
Heilbrun, 1965).

The Self-Control variable, also found to be

significant, has been defined as revealing characteristics of
responsiblity and seriousness.

It has been interpreted as

measuring ego integration and proper socialization.

Adjectives

that suggest Self-Control include, for example, conscientious,
dependable, good-natured, industrious, mannerly, reliable
(Gough & Heilbrun, 1965).
In examining the variables related to the absence of
transitional object use, significant effects were found on the
16PF.

There included the Tough-minded (harria) and Tough Poise

factors.

The first order Tough-minded trait has been described

as measuring characteristics of self reliance, practicality,
and responsibility.

Moreover, individuals high in the

Tough-minded direction are considered unaffected by "fancies,"
lacking in artistic investment, and possessing a "realistic
(no-nonsense)" temperament.

An overall descriptor that has

been associated with this characteristic is the rejection of
"illusions".

The items from which this scale is derived assess

interest in cultural pursuits
O'Dell, 1976).

(Cattell et. al . , 1970; Karson &

The second order Tough Poise Factor also

revealed a significant relationship with the No Transitional
Object Group.

This factor contains loadings from the first
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order Reserved and Practicality scales in addition to the
Tough-minded scale.

Only Tough-mindedness, however, was found

to be significant in contributing to the second order finding.
The results for the No Transitional Object Group on the 16PF
did not conform with the prior findings on this instrument
(Cohen, 1979).

Previously, the No Transitional Object Group

revealed effects on the first order Reserved factor and second
order Introversion factor.
The other variable in this study that produced a signifi
cant relationship with the No Transitional Object Group was the
item from the parental questionnaire that asked parents to rate
their child on an outgoing-reserved dimension.

It was found

that a very strong relationship existed between the absence of
an early object attachment and parents' report of their child
as outgoing.

Hypotheses and Findings
The results of this study have as reviewed,

supported some

of the hypotheses that related early object attachment and
psychological functioning, while not supporting other hypo
theses.

The 16PF, as in its early use to assess characteris

tics of attached and non-attached individuals, revealed
significant differences.

As predicted, the Primary Transi

tional Object Group demonstrated high Tension and Anxiety
characteristics.

Although the No Transitional Object Group did

not demonstrate the Reserved and Introverted traits that were
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predicted, it did, however, produce findings that are consis
tent with the earlier ones.

The Tough-minded factor and

Reserved factor, though separate dimensions, do reflect similar
traits such as aloofness and practicality.

Moreover, both are

considered important contributing sources to the Tough Poise
second order factor.
The Secondary Transitional Object Group, while not
hypothesized as revealing specific effects on the 16PF, did
produce relationships similar to those found on the same
factors for the Primary Transitional Object Group.
The findings from the ACL have supported the hypotheses
proposed regarding the Primary Transitional Object Group.

This

was made most evident by the relationship found with the Change
variable.

While specific variables were not predicted, the

adjectives that compose the change dimension, such as adven
turous , enthusiastic, and spontaneous, were predicted as
characterizing the Primary Transitional Object Group.

The

Self-Control variable was also found to demonstrate a signifi
cant relationship to the Primary Transitional Object Group,
though this finding was not specifically predicted.
The only other significant finding was the "outgoing"
description by parents of subjects in the No Transitional
Object Group.

This finding was not expected.

Rather, it was

anticipated that this group would be described as more re
served, consonant with the personality traits found earlier by
Cohen (1979) for the No Transitional Object Group on the 16PF.
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The remaining measures and instruments used in this study
to assess relationships between psychological functioning in
adulthood and the use of a transitional object in childhood
were not found to reveal significant effects.

Specifically, no

relationships were found between object attachment and measures
hypothesized as characterizing transitional experiences in
later life (e.g. HGSHS, TAS, Behavioral Questionnaire).

In

addition, no significant relationships were found between
object attachment and measures of defensive style (e.g. CR-S,
TAI, SDS).

Interpretation of Findings
Interpreting the results of this study requires consider
ation of the two investigative directions pursued from the
outset.

The first was an attempt to measure aspects of

transitional experience in adult life in relation to the
childhood use of transitional objects.

The second sought to

further elaborate and define aspects of personality character
istics, adaptive strategies, and defensive styles in relation
to early transitional object use.

Although these two lines of

study are separately defined, they are not considered mutually
exclusive.

Rather, the separation of these varying aspects of

adult psychological function provides,

for the most part,

heuristic value for considering the many variables and dimen
sions studied in this investigation.
In attempting to assess aspects of adult experience that
characterize transitional experience, various instruments were
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employed (HGSHS, TAS, Behavioral Questionnaire).

These

instruments provided measures of experiences that assess
intensity, depth, and quality of experiences ' For example,
hypnotic susceptibilty and absorption phenomena explore an
individual's capacity to deeply engage oneself in an activity
or task.

The Behavioral Questionnaire, on the other hand,

focused upon the kinds of interests and activities one pur
sues.

None of these domains of experience, however, revealed

significant connections with the earlier capacity to experience
within the transitional sphere, as defined by the use of a
transitional object.
While the findings did not support the proposed hypotheses
(associating childhood object attachment and adult experience),
it is not possible to definitively conclude that no relation
ships exist between the use of the transitional object and the
capacity for "transitional" experience.

Rather, one can only

state that the measures used in this study to assess experi
ences of deep involvement revealed no association with the use
of special objects.

Some of the issues that complicate

assessing the phenomena under investigation include problems in
identifying experiences that characterize the transitional
realm, objectifying and measuring these phenomena, as well as
differentiating the phenomena within a normal population.
First, the difficulty in assessing transitional experience
reflects general obstacles that have always existed in the
researching of psychoanalytic concepts.

This involves the
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arduous task of implementing measures that are sensitive to the
intrapsychic phenomena being studied and objectively measuring
them.

Second, the study instrument, used to assess deep and

intensive experiences, presented certain psychometric proper
ties that may have prohibited a more sensitive appraisal of the
experiences studied.

This included, for example, the bipolar

response set available on such scales as the TAS or the
categorical measurements of the Behavioral Questionnaire.
Thus, the possibility remains that variations in transitional
experience may be inadequately measured.

The experiences under

investigation may be more subtle and more sensitive to measure
ment if ratings along the items were implemented (e. g. , Likert
Scale).

Finally, the matter of sensitivity of one's instru

ments to the phenomena being studied becomes particularly
critical when comparing groups derived from a normal popula
tion.

Horton and his associates (Horton et al. , 1974), for

example, have been able to demonstrate differences in the
capacity to engage the transitional realm when comparing normal
subjects with those having personality disorders.

It appears

that there are greater complexities in locating the differences
in the capacity to engage the transitional sphere when
examining a normal sample.
The other major investigative direction of this study
involved the assessment of personality characteristics and
adaptive style.

Two trends appear to be emerging from the

instruments employed to measure aspects of these domains.

The
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first involves characteristics related to the attached groups
(Primary and Secondary Transitional Object Groups), and the
second to the non-attached group (No Transitional Object Group).
The characteristics and traits found to be significantly
correlated with the use of a primary transitional object
included the Tension and Anxiety factors of the 16PF and the
Change and Self-Control variables from the ACL.

These combina

tions of variables present some notable implications regarding
early object attachment.
First, as has been found in an earlier study of object
attachment and personality (Cohen, 1979), the Tension and
Anxiety factors proved to be a stable finding.
about these effects, however,

Remarkable

is the absence of significant

contribution to the second order Anxiety factor by the other
variables that load on it (e.g. Low Ego Strength, Suspicious
ness, Low Integration).

Elevation on the Anxiety factor

without contributory loadings from these other variables,
particularly Low Ego Strength, has been interpreted as strongly
moderating the usual interpretation of this scale (Karson &
O'Dell 1976).

The implication of this finding suggests that

stress is probably managed adequately, although distress is
acknowledged and arousal operations are employed.

This more

moderate view of the Anxiety elevation is seemingly supported
by the absence of significant relationships found on the TAI
and CR-S.

In addition, support is further available from the

Self-Control variable of the ACL.

As stated earlier, this
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dimension has been interpreted as measuring ego integration and
adequate socialization (Gough & Heilbrun,

1965).

The Change

variable from the ACL also offers a positive picture of the
Primary Transitional Object Group.

This variable has been

implicated in measuring confidence, and in the search for
challenges, novelty, and new experiences (Gough & Heilbrun,
1965).

It appears to reflect qualities of arousal and respon

siveness to the environment.
In organizing these findings of adult personality charac
teristics and traits in relation to childhood transitional
object use, consideration of the process of adaptation may be
useful in providing a cohesive picture (Hartmann, 1939/1958).
The adaptive process reflects the ongoing and continuous ad
justments and fits between individual and environment.

Through

out the course of adaptation, beginning at birth, various
developmental issues and maturational phenomena are interwoven
to manage needs and demands as they arise.
proceeds, the tasks of adaptation change.

As development
According to Hart

mann, the development of an adaptive style is a complex affair
contributed to by a vast array of constitutional, environmen
tal, and developmental factors.

From this perspective, it is

readily apparent that the relationships found in the present
investigation only begin to answer some of the questions raised
regarding the role of transitional object use.

It is possible,

however, to speculate upon the "creation" and use of an object
attachment and their relation to the process of adaptation.
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During the first year of life, when transitional objects
first appear, the developmental tasks confronting the
individual are complex and multifaceted.

These include the

management of the anxieties of separation and the promotion of
a growing sense of awareness between the inside and outside
worlds.

Moreover, as maternally regulated functions wane,

infant-initiated abilities and functions are required as part
of growing self-regulation.

Ego developments parallel this

process, as does the development of object relations.

The

transitional object's role in mediating these various develop
mental tasks has been stated by Winnicott and numerous other
theorists.

The "creation" and use of a transitional object

suggests a responsiveness to the demands of the environment and
initiative in managing these demands.

This process of adapta

tion may represent the foundation for later approaches to the
external world.

The characteristics of arousal,

sensitivity,

reaction, and change, which have been found from the 16PF and
ACL as characteristic of the Primary Transitional Object Group,
appear consonant with a developmental course which includes
early adaptations involving the use of a special object.
The Tension and Anxiety Factors of the 16PF have also
been found to demonstrate significant effects in relation to
the use of secondary transitional objects.

The similarity of

findings for the Primary and Secondary Transitional Object
Groups may best be understood from a developmental context.
The formation and use of a special inanimate object during
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separate developmental junctures (first vs. third year of life)
represent adjustments to the external world qualitatively
different from each other.

Yet, in spite of enormously

different processes occurring during these phases, various
similarities can be articulated.

Mahler et al.

(197 5) deline

ated the use of transitional objects during the first year of
life as paralleling issues of separation-individuation charac
teristic of the "differentiation" subphase.

This period

involves the beginning of the hatching from the mother-infant
symbiotic orbit where the child takes the first steps toward
psychological independence.

The mother's presence remains of

upmost importance as the self and other awareness develops.
The process of separation-individuation proceeds through later
subphases, where greater autonomy is established as well as
greater imperviousness to maternal separation.

It is during

the "rapprochement" subphase, toward the end of the second year
through the middle of the third, that separation issues and
anxieties reemerge once again.

Thus, during the first year and

beginning of the third, which respectively parallel the onset
of primary and secondary transitional objects, the negotiation
of phase-specific developmental issues involving separation
occur.

Of course, the separation anxieties of the third year

differ from those of the first; nevertheless, the child must
adapt to the problems involving the awareness of separateness,
the management of anxiety, and bridging of space between self
and other.

Therefore, it seems consistent to find similar
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operations, such as arousal reactions and active responsiveness
(as defined by the Tension and Anxiety factors of the 16PF), as
characterizing both the Primary and Secondary Transitional
Object Groups.

The adaptive process in the first year and that

during the third leading to the attachment to a special object,
though founded upon different developmental issues, seems to
have similar characteristics.
The remaining characteristics of personality found to be
significant in this study were the Tough-minded and Tough Poise
factors of the 16PF.

Although these findings did not conform

to the earlier finding of the Reserve and Introversion factors
of the 16PF (Cohen, 1979), they do, however, have some similar
characteristics (e.g. aloofness, practicality).

The second

order Tough Poise Factor, for example, receives loadings from
such first order factors as Reserve (low Warmth) and Practi
cality (low Imagination) though they did not significantly
contribute in this sample.

The combination of factors com

posing Tough Poise reveals a personality style of an individual
who is "aloof, tough minded, and not prone to fantasy activity"
(Karson & O'Dell,

1976, p. 88).

Thus, from the non-attached

groups studied with the 16PF in this study and previously
(Cohen, 1979), Tough-mindedness and Reserve have been found as
significant effects.

Although the consistency and reliability

of these findings need to be further studied, a pattern of
personality characteristics appears to be emerging for the No
Transitional Object Group.
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From the theoretical formulations proposed regarding the
role of the transitional object in the development processes
involving "illusion"

(e.g. creativity, cultural experience), it

is noteworthy to find a steering away or lack of enthusiasm for
fantasy and creative endeavors among the No Transitional Object
Group.

It is possible to speculate upon the developmental

sequence that may have led to an adaptation devoid of the
creation of a special "not-me possession".

In this context

vicissitudes in the early period of the mother-infant dyad may
have occurred where infant need and maternal provision did not
optimally match.

This inconsistancy in "fit" may be a result

of numerous factors including constitution and predisposition
as well as various environmental factors.

Such circumstances

may interfere with the sense of continuity between internal
experience and external life.

The result does not indicate

that adaptation is inadequate, but rather the sense of having
created one's world may be absent.

The course of development

which precludes active adaptations (i.e. "creating", initiation
of experience) may lead to a style of functioning in the world
which is reflected by the Tough-minded and Tough poise traits
produced by this study.
These characteristics appear to be demonstrating a style
of personality functioning that is somewhat contrary to the
parental description of the non-attached individuals as
"outgoing".

While the difference in the parent reports from

the other groups was statistically significant, the finding is
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difficult to integrate with the patterns emerging for the No
Transitional Object Group.

It may suggest, however,

a parental

perception of their children as independent and self-assured.
Another possibility is that the parents of children who see
themselves as distant and tough-minded were reluctant to
characterize them in the same fashion in a psychological
study.
answer.

Rather, they may have given a more socially desirable
It is difficult to know one way or the other.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the findings from this investigation have
demonstrated significant relationships between childhood
transitional object use and personality characteristics and
style.

A pattern of findings has emerged for both the object

attached (Primary and Secondary Transitional Object Group) and
non-attached groups (No Transitional Object Group).

While the

findings account for only a small amount of the variance
composing overall personality and psychological functioning,
they do reveal demonstrable effects along dimensions that are
not often well understood theoretically (e.g. initiation of
experience, change, imagination).

It is hoped that the

findings produced from this study will serve as a foundation
from which future explorations may depart in systematically and
objectively investigating aspects of the transitional object
concept.
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This is a questionnaire designed to explore important features
of early childhood.

Specifically, it will focus upon signifi

cant attachments one may form to certain toys or objects.

Many

children form these attachments while many others do not, yet
both are considered normal and healthy modes of development.
This questionnaire requires you to try to recall, as accurately
as possible, these kinds of experiences from your early
childhood.

If you do not actually remember these experiences,

yet they were related to you in later years by your parents or
older siblings, please describe them anyway as they were
described to you.

Your cooperation in describing such experi

ences will help to provide further understanding of the
cognitive functioning of children.

It should be noted that all

information will remain completely confidential.
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Name:

Date of Birth:

Aqe:

Place of Birth:

Sex:

Phone (local):
College Major:

Father 1s Occupation:
Mother's Occupation:
Parents 1 Marital Status:

Married

Separated

Divorced

Deceased (please indicate dates of
"separation, divorce, or death if
applicable)
Do you have any brothers or sisters?
order indicating their sex and age.

Please list them in birth

As a child did you share a room with a sibling(s) or did you
have your own room?
(if shared, how many in the room)

As a child did you ever suck your thumb or fingers, use a
pacifier, bite your nails or any similar activity?
(please
describe)

When you were a small child (approximately preschool age,
1-6 years) did you have any special toy(s) or object(s) that
was important to you?
(eg. blanket, teddy bear, stuffed
animal, etc.)
If so, please describe it/them.

If there was more than one mentioned, was there one that was
most important or more important than the others?
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If you did have such a toy or object, please answer the
following:
Did your toy or object have a special name:
was it?

If so, what

Do you remember specifically receiving the toy or object,
or does it seem as though you have always remembered
having it?
In what situations, places, or times did you most often
have it with you?
(eg. bedtime, when lonely or afraid,
when playing, etc.)
Were there any special qualities about the toy or object
that stand out in your mind?
(eg. texture, color, smell,
etc. )
Was there anything else important about your toy or object
that has not been mentioned?
(please elaborate if
possible)

Did you ever have any sort of routine or ritual before going to
sleep as a child?
(eg. special song, story or activity, etc.)

Did you ever have an imaginary playmate as a child?
please describe.

If so,

As a child did you ever do things that upset your parents?
(eg. cause trouble, lie, fight) — please describe.

Do you remember any particular situations that were frightening
for you as a child?
(eg. being alone in the dark, etc.)
please describe.

How would you describe your childhood years?
eventful, troubled) — please elaborate.

(eg. happy,
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Dear __________________ ,

Your child __________________ , has volunteered to participate in
a study designed to explore some important features of early
childhood.

Specifically,

it will focus upon significant

attachments a child may form to certain toys or objects.

Many

children form these attachments while many others do not, yet
both are considered normal and healthy modes of development.
Your cooperation in describing such experiences,

if applicable

to your child, will help to provide further understanding of
the mental functioning of children.

I hope that you will take

a few minutes, as soon as possible, to complete the following
questions and return the questionnaire in the enclosed stamped
addressed envelope.

Your child will receive extra credit added

to his or her psychology course average upon its return.

It

should be noted that all information will remain completely
confidential.
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Name of Child:_______________________________
Relationship to Child: ___Mother

___ Father

___ Guardian

Did your son or daughter as a small child (approximately 6 m o s .
- 6 y r s .) have any special toy(s) or object(s) that was
important to him or her?
(eg. blanket, teddy bear, stuffed
animal, etc.) If so, please describe.

If there were several such toys or objects, was there one that
was most important or more important than the others?

If your son or daughter did have such a toy or object, please
answer the following:
At approximately what age did you notice its onset of use?
Did the toy or object have a special name:
was it?

If so, what

Was the toy or object given to the child by yourself or
someone else as a present or was it something the child
found for himself or herself?
In what situations, places or times did your child most
often want or require the toy or object?
(eg. bedtime,
when left alone, when playing, etc.)
Until approximately what age did your child have his or
her toy or object? Do you remember any specific incident
in which it was given up?
(please try to recall as
accurately as possible.)
Did you primarily approve or disapprove of its use?
Were there any special qualities about the toy or object
that stand out in your mind as being important to your
child?
(eg. texture, color, smell, etc.)
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Was there anything else important about your child's toy
or object that has not been mentioned?

As an infant did your son or daughter have his or her crib in
your bedroom or did he or she have a separate room?

If your child shared your room, until what age did he or she do
so?

After leaving your room did he or she share a room with an
older child or relative or have a separate room?

As an infant was your child breast fed or bottle fed, and at
what age was he/she weaned?

Did your son or daughter ever suck his or her thumb or fingers,
use a pacifier, bite his or her nails, or any other similar
activity?

Did your son or daughter have any sort of routine or ritual
before going to sleep as a child?
(eg. special song, story or
activity, etc.)

Did your son or daughter have an imaginary playmate as a
child? If so, please describe.

How would you describe your child's temperament and behavior as
an infant?
(eg. pleasant, irritable, difficult, easy to
manage, cuddly, etc.) Please describe.

Would you describe your child as being outgoing or reserved?
(please describe)
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